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PREFACE
This thesis is intended as a contemplation and evaluation of the state of the art of 
contemporary curatorial strategies in the context of Indigenous Australian Art. As 
such, it is less of an attempt at solving a particular problem than it is an excavation of 
the problems that exist. It is my hope that the value of this contribution to the 
literature is expressed through the identification and positioning of specific aspects of 
the curation of Indigenous Art, so as to provide a point of departure from which to 
further discuss the use and consequences of particular curatorial strategies.  It is also 
an encouragement for further reflection upon the manner in which Indigenous cultural 
heritage is treated both nationally and internationally.  
Some materials included in this thesis (photographs in particular) were taken from 
secondary sources. Where applicable, I have attempted to the best of my ability to 
cite the correct photographer, primary source and copyright claims. If there are any 
objections to the usage of these materials, please contact me at 
sarah.florander@gmail.com.  
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ABSTRACT 
Since entering the international fine arts market in the 1970s, Indigenous Australian 
art has long contended with its positioning within a system that — until very recently 
— was ascribed to an exhibitionary method based on Western epistemology only. 
Debates surrounding the display of so-called ‘non-Western’ art and its place in 
modernity and the fine arts institution have produced several responses in the form of 
curatorial strategies. These strategies have emerged both in light of an increasing 
public awareness of the role of the curator in the representation of culture, and in the 
context of the museum as an inherently contentious space of knowledge 
construction. This thesis centres on the identification of these strategies, and its 
usage in four case studies. These case studies include the exhibitions fluent (1997), 
held at the 47th Venice Biennale, Theme Park (2008) at the Museum of 
Contemporary Aboriginal Art (AAMU), Indigenous Australia: Enduring Civilisation 
(2015), held at the British Museum and Frontier Imaginaries (2015 - ongoing), a 
travelling exhibition. By evaluating the applications of these strategies, this thesis 
sheds light on the manner in which curatorial strategies have formed the display of 
contemporary Indigenous art, and further highlights potentially impactful 
developments in the field of contemporary curation.   
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INTRODUCTION  
i. Opening statement
 
This journey started in 2014 when visiting Orsman road in Hackney, the unassuming 
site of the British Museum storage space for much of the Oceania collections. The 
trip was a component of an undergraduate course. It was not my first encounter with 
the art, having been introduced to Indigenous Australian art by way of Fred Myers’ 
book Painting Culture: The Making of an Aboriginal High Art (2002) in 2013. The 
experience at Orsman road, however, set me onto a five year engagement with it. At 
Orsman road, following a session of viewing incredible masks from the Torres Strait, 
the newly appointed curator of the Oceania department had walked in - Gaye 
Sculthorpe. While I had been captivated by the richness and diversity of Indigenous 
Art for some time at this point, it was not until I heard her speak of her upcoming 
project Encounters that I knew I wanted to delve deeper. Following the meeting, I 
requested for my then professor Mary Bouquet to help arrange for a placement with 
Gaye Sculthorpe. A few months later, I arrived back in London to work on what had 
consequently been revealed as the British Museum’s largest ever blockbuster 
exhibition on Indigenous Art. In my time working on the project, I developed a deeper 
respect for some of the oldest surviving communities on this earth, whose rich and 
wrought history had me spellbound. 
 Whilst researching the histories of these objects — reading the diaries of 
individuals like John Ewen Davidson, a British sugar plantation owner that had joined 
the early efforts of colonisation — fascinating (and sometimes disturbing) 
perspectives on the peculiar and violent encounters that occurred during those initial 
years left a profound imprint in my mind. In ensuing studies and in talks with 
Sculthorpe and co-curator Rachael Murphy, it became evident that these violent 
histories and the scars they had left on Indigenous communities across the continent 
continue to frame Indigenous Australian life, and the West’s manner of display of their 
cultural heritage. This led me to question how the mechanisms of the cultural 
institution contributed to the relegation of a culture so rich and so complex to the 
periphery, not only by the Australians themselves, but by the wider world. The distinct 
styles of Indigenous Australian visual culture have extensively influenced Australian 
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and international artists and economies, yet the Indigenous peoples —who in many 
ways remain resolutely embroiled in a continuous fight for justice— have been given 
little if any public attention. I recall reading about performance artist Marina 
Abramovic’ praise of Australia in 2013, when she stated to newspaper The Australian 
that her 1979 experience in the desert had been “transformative” and “the beginning 
of all my best work” (Douglas, 2013). A few years later, in 2016, excerpts of 
Abramovic’ upcoming autobiography were released to an uproar of controversy due 
to her descriptions of Indigenous individuals she had encountered as “dinosaurs”, 
who were “strange and different”, and who “should be treated as living treasures. Yet 
they are not” (Harmon, 2016). The backlash garnered her the label 
#TheRacistIsPresent — a play on her seminal 2010 piece The Artist is Present — 
and was described as a prime example of the White Artist’s Gaze (Kornhaber, 2016). 
It was an example of the degree of delicacy and contention attached to the topic of 
the West’s relation to Indigenous communities. Adding fuel to this fire of contention 
are the pervasive and lingering treatments of Indigenous art through the lens of 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century narratives. Many of Western art history greats 
have been outspoken about drawing inspiration from them. The remnants of 
Gauguin’s fetishisation of ‘primitive’ peoples exist very much as a red line through art 
history when considering art outside of the Western narrative. Yet, glossing over of 
the inspirations of Indigenous culture in the face of its immediate dismissal as ‘lesser 
than’ is in ways both maddening and perplexing — perhaps explaining in part the 
public outrage generated in response to Abramovic’ statements. 
 At the British Museum, I had my first encounter with the implementation of a 
collaborative, principally consultative and exchanged-based curatorial strategy. At the 
time, the widespread consultation of Indigenous communities had been emerging 
across the globe as a remedy in the representation of other cultures in principally 
Western-influenced institutions, in the hope that inclusion would come to mean 
improvement. Working at the British Museum and overhearing the difficulties that 
arose with such a strategy inevitably led me to my chosen focus in this thesis: 
institutional exhibitions and those that curate them. This choice is also driven by the 
acknowledgement of the museum’s effect on public knowledge and perception – that 
exhibitions and methods of display frame and formulate power structures, not 
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through coercion, but by persuasion — an effect arising from institutional 
authorisation. As such, the exhibitions I have chosen as case studies may not be the 
most experimental or radical if one is to include the whole spectrum of what curators 
are doing with Indigenous art today. I believe there is a value in examining the 
institutional space through the power structure that it is, particularly in its articulation 
of other narratives. With public awareness of the interjections and flows of difference 
that occur in society, a peculiar socio-political atmosphere has arisen where in the 
pursuit to be sensitive to the ‘other’, political correctness has assumed a place in art 
that is indisputable. Language is being renegotiated and modes of display called into 
question in an atmosphere where politics reigns supreme. Still, the importance of an 
investigation such as this is the call to attention for the necessity to discuss these 
spaces of diversity — spaces that produce political and social fissures. Indeed, I 
believe we are at a point in our history where the public is engaged to a great extent 
in critiquing and directing attention to the production and framing of knowledge. As 
active agents within this cultural field, we must question everyday practices that 
might serve to strengthen social preconceptions wherein the ‘other’ is treated like a 
separate entity, and indeed question how we use denotations such as ‘other’ 
particularly when the habit of essentialism is difficult to navigate.  
 Early on in my research for this thesis, I have found myself frequently returning 
to Paul O’Neill’s Curating Subjects (2007). In it, Simon Sheikh’s essay Constitutive 
Effects: The Techniques of the Curator has been a cornerstone in centring my 
thoughts on contemporary curation. The book, and Sheikh’s essay in particular 
grounded my thoughts surrounding the practice of curating as (in part) the practice of 
constructing knowledge and the provision of platforms from which to voice and 
display unique perspectives. With regards to exhibition making, Sheikh's thoughts on 
the ‘construction’ of reality are captivating. Especially interesting are his 
extrapolations from Michael Warner's notions of the making of a ‘public': 
Exhibitions were meant to please as well as to teach, and as such needed to 
involve the spectator in an economy of desire as well as in relations of power and 
knowledge. [...] Exhibition making was directly connected to the construction of a 
national body, and as such it was involved in identitarian as well as territorial 
politics of representation (Sheikh in O’Neill, 2007: 178) 
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This passage led me to question the consequences of exclusion. What happens 
when individuals, movements and whole communities are left out of cultural 
institutions? They are relegated to obscurity. Art history, and arguably history in 
general, suffers immensely from the (at times intentional) exclusion of stories, objects 
and people. Historical amnesia is prevalent, if not ubiquitous. We need to address 
this. It is imperative that we put to question the current state of knowledge 
construction, what we value in society and what we have left out. Curatorial studies, 
as a budding field of academic inquiry within the field of art studies, is shedding light 
on the mechanisms of address in the construction and framing of knowledge. How, 
why and what to curate stands at the heart of these inquiries, where the investigation 
of specific curatorial practices can become a valuable point of departure in 
discussing how institutions exert their power.  
ii. Methodology
Set within the framework of Indigenous art as exhibited from 1993 until 2017, I take 
an analytical approach to the four case studies chosen which include fluent (1997), 
held at the 47th Venice Biennale, Theme Park (2008) at the Museum of 
Contemporary Aboriginal Art (AAMU), Indigenous Australia: Enduring Civilisation 
(2015), held at the British Museum and the travelling exhibition Frontier Imaginaries 
(2015 - ongoing). Rather than entering the discussion of whether curating can be 
done ‘correctly’, for which there surely can never be a correct or response nor 
consensus, I focus this investigation on the manner in which curators have 
approached the realisation of the concepts of their exhibitions. I attempt to create a 
mapping for the incredibly diverse set of responses to a complex field that is yearning 
for alternative input. As such, my own approach to the writing of this thesis has been 
drawn from personal accounts, conversations with curators, activists and artists 
alongside extensive literary research. The minutiae of curation encompass many 
activities, and as such, I am restricted in my investigation of every aspect of each of 
the mentioned curator’s approaches. My methodology therefore veers slightly away 
from the specificity of object placement towards a greater consideration of the 
curator’s intent and the outcome of utilising strategies that pertain more to the overall 
format of the exhibition, the themes utilised and the activation of public engagement.  
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iii. Chapter outline  
Chapter one positions the burgeoning field of curatorial studies within art studies, 
before expanding on the most significant works from which I have extrapolated a 
series of curatorial categories. The chapter goes on to introduce curation in relation 
to Indigenous Australian art, and the main challenges and approaches taken in the 
curation of it. This chapter attempts to solidify the theoretical frameworks from which I 
will investigate the chosen exhibitions and strategies. Chapter two lays out the 
beginnings of the Indigenous art movement starting in Papunya Tula in the 1970s, 
before briefly addressing influential exhibitions starting in the nineteenth century until 
today. Chapter three is composed of four separate case studies, and includes 
analyses of the central components of the curatorial strategies applied. These 
strategies are connected in an attempt to merge (in varying degrees) Indigenous 
modes of address and ‘standard’ exhibitionary practices, realised through 
approaches that ranged from thematic and theoretical to educational and abstract. 
Chapter four is intended as a reflective chapter, drawing forth and shortly discusses 
key issues that emerged from the case studies. These issues include the 
predicament of the ‘right’ to voice and the shift towards the consideration of the 
concepts of potentiality and actuality in place of agency and empowerment. It further 
discusses current developments here in the Netherlands, particularly the very topical 
consequences of the recent closing of the Aboriginal Art Museum of Contemporary 
Art (AAMU) in Utrecht. Lastly, closing statements and reflections on the limitations of 
my investigation round up the thesis. 
iv. Notes On Terminology
 
There is an ongoing discussion surrounding the nomenclature that is utilised in both 
academic and non-academic writing in relation to Indigenous peoples. There are 
wide arrays of opinions regarding this topic, and in every conversation I have had, 
and in reading various articles on the matter, there is no one consensus on whether 
the term ‘Aboriginal’ or ‘Indigenous’ is preferred. In some cases, the terms are used 
interchangeably. Certain contemporary artists do not like any term related to origin in 
general, and prefer to be called simply by name only. With regards to the very diverse 
and disparate language groups that live on the Australian continent, it is in my 
 12
understanding that it is preferred and most respectful to refer to an Indigenous 
person in direct relation to their language group. For example, Judy Watson from the 
‘Waanyi’ peoples.  
 In the case that an Indigenous person does not know their language group, 
the term ‘Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ is most widely used. There 
are many hundreds of nations in Australia, so using collective terminology is not 
always appropriate, and wherever possible, I state the language group of the 
individual mentioned. However, in the case that the language group is unknown, or I 
speak of the ‘collective’ concept of the groups of people that comprise the 
descendants of the Australian continent’s first peoples, I will utilise the term 
‘Indigenous Australian’ or ‘Indigenous peoples’ throughout this thesis. This is a 
decision made because the language groups of the Australian continent are 
composed of both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and the term avoids 
the usage of abbreviations and the exclusion of Torres Strait Islander peoples. In the 
case that ‘Aboriginal’ is used, it is only in relation to direct quotations.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
Exploring the Field of Contemporary Curatorial Trajectories 
1.1 Position of curatorial studies in the field of art studies
Much in the way exhibitions echo the manner in which we order the world around us, 
a consideration of curatorial practices can provide insight into the way we come to 
actualise these imagined worlds as an equation of power and its distribution. 
Exhibitions are not merely mirrors, but spaces for alternative viewing, where 
‘subaltern’ or alternative narratives may enter and are positioned in the social and 
political field. In recent decades, more attention has been paid to the role of the 
curator as the purveyor of ideas beyond the artistic, echoing the notion that those 
who formulate the questions produce the playing field. Assumptions of the curator as 
an objective mediator and expert in assembly have largely been challenged and 
consequently overtaken by the increasing acknowledgement of inherent subjectivity. 
Acting in essence as the exhibitionary lens, the curator operates in contested cultural 
and personal spheres. In acknowledgement of a heightened public awareness of the 
practices of exhibition making, curators, artists and scholars alike have responded 
with mutual interest in discussing contemporary challenges facing both institutions 
and curators. Consequently, discourse is being produced to articulate new ideas 
regarding the relationship and interplay between the curator, the institution, the artist, 
the art and the public.  
 As a present-day field of inquiry, critical studies and investigations are providing 
an array of perspectives on the evolving parameters of the contemporary exhibition. 
Increasingly, contemporary curators are expected to operate with knowledge beyond 
the art historical frames , particularly when putting forward exhibitions dealing with 1
difficult histories. Gender studies, anthropology and communication studies are being 
implemented in the evolving ‘curatorial studies’ field, echoing curating as an active 
and adaptive form of social exchange. The discourse on the trajectory of curatorship 
has been minimal, and the focus of study has often been on the outcome, the 
exhibition or project, rather than on the process of curating itself, which is inherently 
  It is to be noted that Art History as a field is by necessity of its subject matter already 1
interdisciplinary, however, until recently, only to a certain degree. Increasingly, including here at Leiden 
University, a decidedly multidisciplinary approach is utilised, particularly in teaching contemporary art.  
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tied to power structures, institutional and otherwise. However, collective essays such 
as Paul O’Neill & Mick Wilson’s Curating and the Educational Turn (2010), Paul 
O’Neill’s Curating Subjects (2007) and Jean-Paul Martinon’s The Curatorial: A 
Philosophy of Curating (2013) are providing compilations of contemporary (critical) 
perspectives, from within and outside of scholarly studies, mapping a rapidly evolving 
field inclusive of voices beyond the field of art history. Grappling with the conceptual 
ambiguity of curatorship, these books are preliminary attempts to position curatorial 
studies as an independent academic field, where terminology, and indeed a language 
must evolve that reflect the shift in the consideration of the curator’s functions. Aiming 
to be distinctive of museum studies or art history, curatorial studies addresses the 
potentialities facilitated by curatorship itself, including but not limited to its use as 
pedagogy and its role in the production of knowledge. As such, I see it as a foray into 
an epistemological field of study, concerned with the unique position the curator has 
in exploring epistemological developments at the forefront of cultural and artistic 
productivity, notions to which I will return later. 
 The value of such literature is its focus on the process of curating itself, 
particularly relating to how ideas and products are authorised and made credible 
through the curator. By shifting the focus from the end product towards the 
procedural, curatorial studies investigates the strategies that are being put to work in 
achieving some manner of collective interaction. A study of the curatorial is thereby 
the study of the motivations behind the production of knowledge, art’s utilisation in 
this, and how knowledge as a concept itself can be questioned. Curatorial practices 
might offer the opening up of spaces and can function, as will be discussed in this 
thesis, as subversive activity and creative activism. Considering the invariable 
opinions on the state of curatorial studies, the lack of seminal written works and 
general consensus from which to base an analysis, I have attempted to synthesise 
the general features of contemporary curatorship as investigated in these three 
aforementioned books.  
 Although it is an amalgamation of views from various writings, the three 
(general) divisions of contemporary curatorial practice I make below were inspired 
principally by the essays of Dave Beech & Mark Hutchinson, Andreassen & Larson 
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and the Raqs Media Collective in O’Neill’s 2007 work Curating Subjects and O’Neill & 
Wilson’s Curating and the Educational Turn (2010), respectively. Of course, there are 
many implications to each one of these ‘curator types’, and no one curator can be 
typecast into a particular static or unchanging mode of practice. These divisions are 
an attempt to situate the general trends of contemporary curatorial trajectories, and it 
is imperative to note that this is intended as a starting point from which to begin 
discussing the various strategies contemporary curators are putting into practice. As 
curatorial practice invariably is a dynamic and overlapping praxis, curators might 
easily find themselves falling into several of these categories: 
1. Curator as expert — the ‘assured’ curator who knows what art is and what art is 
 good, usually an academic or art historian, coming from and recognising their 
 involvement with the institution. The curator re-enforces tradition and upholds and 
 disseminates an academic criterion of excellence and/or importance. 
2. Curator as listener — the curator who works on a reciprocal and collaborative 
 basis in order to ascertain what is best for the art or the message as per the  
 artists or the community’s wishes. Attempting to be independent from the  
 institution (though the discussion of whether this is achievable or not is another 
 hot topic in curatorial studies), encompassing the notion of the ‘middleman’, a 
 mediator whose involvement is aiming at neutrality. 
3. The self-critical curator — the curator that attempts to move away from static 
 absolutes and universal truths, to reflect on their own complicity. Also involving a 
 dialogical approach with the artist/communities. A position often taken in response 
 to the troublesome, difficult and changing influx of art whose subject matter is 
 inevitably situated in a contested, often controversial geopolitical sphere. The 
 curator employs artistic strategies in order to push the frontier of established 
 knowledge, and would involve doubt and conflict.  
4. The artist as curator. The figure of the artist-curator emerged from the ontological 
 questions that arose when considering the shift between object and exhibition, 
 where artist-curators will work with the exhibition space as a medium in its own 
 right, and the exhibition becomes form. This ‘category’ also addresses artists that 
 curate their own work, or curators who also work as artists. Often, the artist- 
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 curator dissects established curatorial practices, acting self-reflexively and  
 contentiously.  
 It should be kept in mind that the lack of professionalisation has contributed to 
critiques of curatorship as a whole. Indeed, the trend of deploying the word ‘curator’ 
to describe any organisational practice has come add to the ambiguity of the work of 
the art curator (Judah 2017, Williams, 2009). There are ways in which to think of set 
criteria, for example as Beech & Hutchinson explicate, as experts of display, thought 
of «in terms of efficiency, accessibility, transparency and the like: technical criteria for 
a technical practice» (O’Neill, 2007: 55). However, this relies too much on the 
assumption that a person could be an expert on something (art) that is instituted by 
the (subjective) self. This non-specificity is a contested issue, and often the fall-back 
for much of the critiques of the humanities in general. That being so, in order to gain 
some sort of footing for the investigations I aim to follow in this thesis, the divisions 
above will be a necessary guideline, not criteria, for which to view curatorship in the 
context of Indigenous Australian Art. 
1.2. Considering curatorship in relation to Indigenous Art
If the historical role of exhibition making was to educate, authorise and represent 
a certain social group, class or caste, who is being represented today? […] what 
modes of address would be required and desired to represent or criticise these 
formations? (Sheikh in O’Neill, 2007: 179).  
In 1971, schoolteacher Geoffrey Bardon brought the canvas to the residents of 
Papunya Tula in central Australia (Fig. 1). The inhabitants of Papunya, composed of 
various groups including the Pintupi, Anmatyerre and Warlpiri began painting designs 
on canvas, motifs that had traditionally remained contained to usages in rituals, as 
body decoration and in cave paintings (Myers, 2002: 2). In the wake of the 
developments at Papunya Tula in the 1970s and the consequential birth of the acrylic 
tradition which would come to propel the Indigenous Australian Art community to the 
fore on the international stage — cultural brokers such as Geoffrey Bardon and the 
successive art advisors and curators involved with the movement would 
consequently play an integral role in the dissemination and reception of the art on the 
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world stage (Myers, 2002; Barrowclough, 2008). On the international scene 
Indigenous art had largely been exhibited as curiosity, where reflections of colonial 
pasts would come to taint exhibitions, a prominent example being the New York 
Museum of Modern Art’s controversial 1984 show Primitivism. Cultural prejudice has 
persisted, and curators often contend with visitors who reflect the lingering view 
taken by galleries and museums in the late 1900s that often considered Indigenous 
artistic authenticity to lie within works perceived to have been created without 
European influence - bark paintings, burial poles and the like (Riphagen, 96, 
Petitjean, 2016) (Fig. 2). This exemplifies the problematic of a conception of 
modernity which tends to leave out movements arising outside of the usual art 
historical narrative, and as such finds itself arguably incommensurate with Western 
art historical treatment (McLean, 2016). 
 It seems that modes of display to this day wrestle with the inescapable reliance 
on art’s definition through Western canon only (Price, 1989, McLean 2016). 
Moreover, Indigenous exhibitions, although relatively ‘free’ of the evolutionary and 
functionalist methods of display dominant throughout the 19th and early 20th century, 
now contend with politically contextualised settings developed as a counter to the 
colonialist influences on the exhibitionary methodology of previous decades. As such, 
contemporary Indigenous artists have had to navigate a dichotomous ‘state of the 
art’. On the one hand the art is yet to be considered modernist and as such displayed 
ethnographically - whilst on the other hand, attempts to reconcile this ‘outsider’ art 
with Western art historical narrative (which is problematic in itself) has been 
leveraged with and pivoted on an insistence of the presentation of Indigenous 
‘struggle’. Artists such as Richard Bell, Gordon Bennett and Tracey Moffatt are often 
adamant in their wishes to avoid being pigeonholed as Indigenous by the 
contemporary art community. Avoidance of such pigeonholing by curators who are oft 
to find a widespread insistence on the incorporation of this struggle is therefore 
problematic. The subject matter of art arises from certain political and social issues. 
In efforts to re-claim the narrative of Indigenous art, or in efforts for it to be 
considered ‘equal’, so to speak, with mainstream contemporary art, divorcing the 
wider political and social context from the art is admittedly troublesome. 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 When museums provide ways of seeing, acting as viewpoints of power, we 
must keep in mind that they do not only cultivate ideas, but also crucially act 
correctively (O’Neill, 2007). As such, it is vital to pay attention to the role of the 
museum, and the purveyors of ideas - the curators - in the development of 
knowledge. The authenticating aspect of a museum’s exhibitions is inherent to the 
relationship between Indigeneity and curatorship. Here we enter the perilously 
unresolved field of identity politics, where the notion of Indigeneity, indeed what it 
means to be Indigenous spawns discussions such as whether there are rightful 
claimants to visual material. Though such issues are pertinent to mention, the 
question at hand remains focused on the possibilities afforded by contemporary 
curatorial practices in the opening up of spaces in the (productive) contestation of 
prevailing narratives in art history, and simultaneously, in geopolitical landscapes. As 
such, I take interest in the very broadly defined third curatorial ‘type’, the self-critical 
and ‘uncertain’ curator, as a methodological frame from which to tap into alternative 
methods of knowledge construction.  As echoed by curator Jan Verwoert, “to curate 
is to talk things into being” (O’Neill & Wilson, 24), and as such I find that taking a 
closer look at how curators tackle the myriad political and social qualities of the 
Indigenous art scene will generate a pertinent insight into the challenges facing art 
history and cultural institutions, as they adjust to the influx of alternative art histories 
and narratives.  
 Within this framework, I address exhibitions as both cultural arenas and 
resources through which dissent and difference is expressed. This concept of 
‘dissensus’ arose from the influences of philosopher Chantal Mouffe and her essay 
‘Artistic Activism and Agonistic Spaces’ (2007). In Mouffe’s treatment of the 
antagonistic space of the political, the point of view that sedimented (hegemonic) 
practices produces a ‘natural’ and ‘common sense’ set of social practices by virtue of 
exclusion is a valuable point of departure in considering Indigenous art in the context 
of this thesis. Particularly so is Mouffe’s concept of the ‘antagonistic struggle’, by 
which she explicates that society inherently remains politically instituted, and that by 
the configuration of societal power relations, ‘non-adversarial’ democratic politics and 
the maintenance or achievement of ’neutrality’ is not entirely possible. The public 
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space, she argues, is a terrain from which consensus cannot truly emerge. Rather, 
public space(s) (in their diverse iterations) are battle grounds, from which there can 
be no ‘final reconciliation’. As such, Mouffe’s reflections on the role of art in bringing 
forth that which consensus obliterates and silences emerges as an essential 
cornerstone in my own treatment of the curatorial strategies discussed. The 
application of the aforementioned four categories of curatorial approaches in the 
following case studies recognises the potential for the production of valuable entry 
points whereby we come to reflect upon the limitations of contemporary political and 
institutional dogma that in large part bases its practices on the goals of reaching 
consensus. 
1.3. Contemporary curatorial challenges and suggested practical approaches
The type of analysis in this thesis requires a typology of exhibitions, and an attention 
to the techniques of the curator. Intended as indicative categories and not by any 
means a set formula for ’expert curating’ as such, the exhibitions below are broadly 
identified as ’standard’ exhibitionary approaches. There is the specific approach: 
period (often a ’golden age’ of some sorts), movement (impressionism, fauvism, dada 
and so on) and the specific artist. There are the thematic shows as well as the 
generational and national shows, and then there are the biennales, derived from the 
World Fair models, made immensely popular by the still seminal Venice Biennale. All 
are usually accompanied by a catalogue and art historical research. Though not 
necessarily being inappropriate approaches with regards to exhibiting Indigenous art, 
these exhibitions have historically been associated with the notion of the Western 
institution and curator as expert, and an ’assured’ method of curation. Indeed, Beech 
and Hutchinson argue that the problem with curating is not necessarily its mediation 
of the reception of art (one cannot avoid mediation), but that it adopts a position of 
expertise that asserts an authority over art. The undeniable influence of Western 
cultural and political perspectives in the historical usage of these exhibitionary 
methods is seen as reproducing established norms and power structures.  In light of 
this, there has been a call for alternative approaches that invoke a more dialogical 
method, inherently involving doubt and conflict as part of and ingrained in both 
curatorial practice and product. 
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 As explicated by Simon Sheikh in O’Neill & Wilson (2010), the museum is no 
longer the same centralising space for the articulation of national narratives. There is 
no unified public, but many numbers of “public formations”, and as such, discourse 
produced by the exhibition is often oppositional to the institution in which it is located. 
As curators come to terms with the exhibitions’ increasingly political stance, Sheikh 
rightly emphasises the need for the formulation of other narrations and modes of 
address if the intention is to tell stories that “reach other groups and produce other 
subjects” (Sheikh in O’Neill & Wilson, 70). Following this perspective, exhibition 
making then can be seen as the making of a public, an imagination of the world as 
such, where constructs that are upheld outside of the institution - borders, monetary 
systems, class divisions et cetera - are expressed. Curating is a practice that 
inevitably deals in and simultaneously produces cultural capital, in the vein of 
Bourdieu’s conceptualisation of capital (‘The forms of capital’, 1986). Museums have 
been under intense critique regarding their treatment of art, from their function as a 
staging ground for national histories and issues of categorisation and classification, 
the relations between collecting and colonisation, to the absence of women artists 
and the connection between notions of ‘primitivism’ and the maintenance of Western 
hegemony. Now increasingly museums are putting on reflexive displays, critiquing 
their own practices. In lieu of the awareness of heterogeneous public formations and 
the need for spaces in which other narratives may come to the fore, contemporary 
curatorial challenges now hinge on curators and institutions’ treatment of the 
articulation of such narratives. Sheikh calls these emerging articulations modes of 
‘stranger relationality’.  
 In order to produce what Sheikh calls alternative modes of address, of stranger 
relationality, the contemporary curator has been tasked with pushing the boundaries 
of the ‘standard’ exhibition formats. Derived from the third ‘type’ of contemporary 
curatorship identified above, the practice of self-critical curating intends to form an 
active state of dissent, with oneself, the institution and with the subject matter. 
Criticality has led to the push towards a reconsideration of practices. Some curators, 
particularly curators with Indigenous heritage, have come to consider their practice 
as an artistic strategy in terms of art-activism, who recognise the unique point of 
access their role can afford them within Western institutions. Overwhelmingly, this 
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criticality has spurred the rise of open practice, with the entrance of numerous 
participatory elements such as community consultation. Exhibition formats that have 
been suggested to counter the ‘standard’, or rather that allow for an expanded 
accessibility in articulating other narratives include: collective/group shows, taking a 
question-driven approach, thematic and interdisciplinary shows (all-women’s shows 
for instance), re-emphasis and re-formulation of the educative and pedagogical 
aspect of the exhibition, taking the decolonisation approach which centres around the 
re-claiming of space, as well as the ‘Indigenous mode of perception’ – shows which 
often contain ceremonial protocols, oral traditions and other strategies. These all 
echo in the programming of the exhibition, where schedules increasingly include the 
collaboration of other cultural and political institutions in providing space for 
discussion, such as public talks, media engagement, community outreach and artist-
audience interaction.  
1.4. Creating new visions of the commons: potentiality and dissensus
Certainly, within O’Neill’s Curating Subjects (2007) the question that recurrently 
surfaces from the many contributions as central to contemporary curatorial 
developments is how exactly to account for the diversity of artistic practices on a 
global scale. How do these practices relate to art history and how do they interact 
with emblematic national and international identities? The question of 
incommensurability arises indeed as art history comes to challenge the long-standing 
exclusion, or problematic inclusion of art from various cultures. James Elkins 
elucidates this predicament in Stories of Art (2002):  
  
My own sense is that art history is interesting only when it can be seen as many 
stories made by many people, often for contentious and partisan purposes. Art 
history has always been inseparable from nationalism and from anxieties about 
the kind of life people want to live and the values they hold most closely. Every 
generation and every nation have come to grips with the art of their past, and for 
that a believable art history is essential. I am deeply unconvinced about the notion 
that art can be taught fairly and dispassionately, and I’m deeply unsure about 
which individual artworks are worth mentioning. (Elkins, 86: 2002).  
 22
So, how are curators to contend with this complex multi-subjective field of cultural 
representation? What strategies can be put to use in order to create such spaces? 
Drawing on personal experience and my time researching this topic, I centre this 
investigation on the basis of a few responses to the questions above whose concepts 
resonated with me. Irit Rogoff and Charles Esche have written about the value of 
moving beyond what is in the museum and what it represents towards what the 
museum may enable, in essence, to delve into that which comes after critique. 
Particularly in her essay Academy as Potentiality (2007), Rogoff talks of the coming 
together of individuals who would not usually come into contact with one another, and 
how the enabling of such interactions can offer the potential to unravel “territorial 
boundaries of knowledge”, the key issue at hand being access. In Florian 
Malzacher’s Truth is Concrete (2015), Rogoff and Esche expound on this notion of 
access as the result of artistic, curatorial or educational strategies that open up 
spaces. It is not so much a re-claiming of space in the sense of a reversal of 
hegemonic power, but of a re-claiming of how one goes about asking questions 
within these spaces. This in turn, would lead in a sense to a re-conceptualisation of 
existing epistemological schema. Esche calls this the formulation of imagination. 
Potentiality might emerge through formulating imaginations (of the world and the 
concepts and things that exist within it) that surpass their known forms of 
organization. The task at hand, he says, is to shape the ‘unthought’ (Esche in 
Malzacher, 99). Potentiality as a concept can be taken to mean many things, potency, 
capability, force; to me it signals the dynamic possibilities of interpersonal (and 
intercultural) meeting points in exploring the frontiers of knowledge collectively, 
indeed in the creation of new visions of the commons. As Rogoff posits, what is 
interesting is to be positioned in the “struggle to make ideas and beliefs work across 
difference – when there is a shared ground of what one is working toward but not of 
how to get there” (Rogoff in Malzacher, 122). This question of what type of 
economies and interactions might develop by an opening flow of emergent 
subjectivities is intriguing. Concurrently, what does it mean to do work (as artist, 
curator) when such ‘imaginaries’ might not happen, when the end result is not 
certain? What can the residuals be and how does the process of exhibiting a work 
facilitate the exploration and articulation of different ideas of what knowledge is? In a 
postcolonial world, it is more than urgent to redefine the concepts of knowledge, 
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investigate Indigenous knowledge systems seriously, and to focus on creating new 
vocabularies with which to treat new formats.  Access to Indigenous knowledge 
systems arises precisely from its expressed usage in cultural institutions. In this 
manner, the exhibition is a powerful and productive mechanism for the system’s 
acknowledgement and availability.  
 I propose that in order to push towards the creation of such vocabularies, 
curators and institutions must consider their role in self-representation and 
authorisation. As expressed in the notion of ‘counterpublics’ as discussed widely by 
contemporaries such as Marion van Osten, Michael Warner and Simon Sheikh, the 
public is the (imagined) formulation of such representation and authorisation. In 
Publics and Counterpublics (2002), Warner suggests that the public only exists by 
virtue of it being addressed, and as such is constituted and made ‘real’ through “mere 
attention” (Warner, 2002). Likewise, Sheikh postulates that the public is imagined (or 
constituted) through a mode of address that produces, actualises and perhaps even 
activates the entity of the public. As such, the ‘imagination’ is not as ephemeral as 
first thought. A similar concept has been covered by literary scholar Wolfgang Iser in 
his books The Implied Reader (1974) and The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic 
Response (1976). Iser talks of the implied reader as a presumed addressee, for 
whom the author (either consciously or subconsciously) is writing, a ‘model’ existing 
only in his imagination, though realised through various linguistic expressions. 
Meaning is not something to be ‘found’ within a text according to Iser, but is rather 
moments of construction that occur somewhere between the reader and the text. The 
actual reader will encounter the images or aesthetic ideals produced with the 
imagined reader in mind, but these images will be augmented by the knowledge and 
experience that the individual reader brings to the text. In relation to the aesthetics of 
display, this concept is valuable to keep in mind. An imagined public has real effects, 
whereby “an audience, a community, a group, an adversary or a constituency” will 
actively be upholding certain understandings of society and culture (Sheikh in O’Neill 
2010: 178). If one is to extrapolate from Iser’s concept of the implied reader, the 
‘implied spectator’ of the exhibition will receive prescribed ideological and aesthetic 
ideals in the way of art, ideals that can be modified through a degree of individual 
subjectivity. Yet, the modifications produced by such encounters inevitably coexist 
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with the curator’s (author’s) prescribed set of visual/curatorial expressions, which 
form the basis for the knowledge the viewer walks away with. In the exhaustion of 
standard narratives regarding Indigenous Art and peoples, art offers a field in which 
to experiment with these prescribed sets of curatorial expressions and the concept of 
the imagined (and realised) public. If art can be seen as physical manifestations of 
abstract thought, then it, and the exhibition as a whole, holds the potential to 
negotiate the torrid waters of knowledge formation in a more embodied sense (in that 
exhibitions are visual and physical more so than literature). It is here that the creation 
of counterpublics — to be understood as parallel formations of ‘other’ — can lead to 
the formulation and circulation of oppositional discourses and practices. In effect, 
curating that puts to use certain methods of address can itself be seen as an artistic 
strategy towards the development of new parameters in epistemology — or as 
curator Je Yun Moon suggests in Martinon (2013) — as a manner in which to open 
spaces where new or alternative conceptions of epistemology may be allowed to put 
to question the limits of the subject.  
 In the following two chapters, and referring back to the contemporary curatorial 
challenges and suggestions that I have laid out in this chapter, I will explore some of 
the methods that have been put to use in the exhibition of Indigenous Australian Art 
in Western institutions, starting from the late 1990s until today. 
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CHAPTER TWO
Indigenous Australian Art in Western Institutions 
 
 
2.1. Journey to the global market
In 1980, the National Gallery in Canberra acquired its first acrylic painting by artist 
Mick Wallangkarri Tjakamarra, Honey Ant Dreaming (1973) (Fig. 4). Shortly 
thereafter, the South Australian Art Gallery purchased Clifford Possum Tjapaltjarri’s 
Man’s Love Story (1978) where it was significantly displayed as part of its 
contemporary Australian art collection. In 1981, Australian Perspecta 1981: A 
Biennial Survey of Contemporary Australian Art incorporated several acrylic 
canvases for the first time alongside other contemporary Australian art (Myers, 2002: 
193). This inclusion heralded the momentous rise of the contemporary Indigenous art 
form, not just on the national stage, but shortly thereafter on the global art market. 
Prior to these instances, Indigenous artworks were largely contained within the 
parameters of an ethnographic treatment, with a focus on objects perceived to be of 
ritualistic and utilitarian origin. Fred Myers, who had been documenting the 
developments of the Papunya movement at the time, stressed that the Australian art 
community had been enveloped by questions regarding the reconceptualization of 
Australian identity in response to the influence of North American modernism and the 
rapidly changing racial and ethnic composition of the Australian population (Myers, 
2002).  
 The consideration of national, local and regional cultural forms and traditions 
led to the eventual intensification of exhibitions solely dedicated to Indigenous 
contemporary art. In turn, the Indigenous art industry came to significantly contribute 
to the Australian economy. As noted by art historian Sylvia Kleinert in her 2012 
publication Urban Representations: Cultural expression, identity and politics, the art 
industry was for a long time the single avenue through which Indigenous 
communities could circumvent the restrictions put upon them by a largely oppressive 
government, providing a degree of autonomy and a means by which to generate 
income (Kleinert, 2012). It is important to be reminded of the fact that it had not been 
until a 1967 referendum that the barriers to citizenship rights for all Indigenous 
communities had been removed (Edmunds, 177). In the two decades since, the 
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widespread discouragement of Indigenous culture and identity existed alongside the 
mass scale commoditisation and commercialisation of it. Motifs were fetishized, and 
the watered-down cultural material that could be found in galleries and tourist shops 
across Australia echoed a painful dichotomy – that the unique and captivating 
qualities of Indigenous identity could be extracted and utilised for financial purposes. 
Though the acrylic movement was in large part facilitated under Western tutelage (by 
way of Bardon and his successor art adviser Andrew Crocker), the entrance of the 
canvas as medium suddenly propelled processes of artistic legitimation. Prominent 
art scholar Ian McLean noted that the canvas allowed for Indigenous artists and 
curators to have “considerable freedom to give voice to distinctive narratives of self 
and community” (McLean, 2014). The early exhibition of Indigenous art was marred 
by a series of controversial approaches, a logical problem considering its lack of art 
historical treatment. MoMA’s 1984 exhibition Primitivism suffered from the tropes that 
curators are attempting to address today: can Indigenous art be assessed within the 
criteria of Western art, how do we address the issue that occurs when displaying so-
called ‘primitive’ art alongside accomplished Western masterpieces, and vitally, how 
do we address the use of language, or the lack of it, in relation to ‘non-Western’ art? 
2.2. Influential exhibitions 
Magiciens de la Terre, exhibited in 1989 at the Centre Georges Pompidou is often 
perceived as a response to the decisive 1984 Primitivism show by MoMA, where 
curator Jean-Hubert Martin counteracted ethnocentric practices in exhibitions by de-
centering Western tradition when he decided that half of the included artists were to 
come from “non-western” countries (Fig. 5). Taking a ‘mapping’-oriented approach, 
Martin called for a new geography of art and of geo-political power relations. 
Described as a radical challenge of the Western art system from within, a model of 
progressive exhibition-making widely popular in discourse today, Magiciens argued 
for the “universality of the creative impulse and endeavoured to offer direct aesthetic 
experience of contemporary works of art made globally and presented on equal 
terms” (Steeds, 2017). What was seen by some as a neo-colonial approach also 
attracted critique in his treatment of the works on a level playing field, without 
consideration for the social, political and economic context of its production, thus 
“reducing artists’ identities to ‘components’ of curatorial configurations” (Jeon & 
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Gattiglia). Curators, both Indigenous and non-Indigenous contend with the same 
issues encountered in these exhibitions, endeavouring to reconcile the incongruity of 
an artistic movement that is rooted in Indigenous culture, yet simultaneously 
transposed across numerous Western localities.  
 Institutional legitimisation in the public realm I thus see as an unavoidable 
facet to consider in this thesis. As a central element in the power system, Chinese 
curator Hou Hanru describes the institution drastically as coming close defining “the 
notion and boundary of art itself” (Hanru, 2004: 36). It is significant to note that I shy 
away from two seminal exhibitions, Aratjara: Art of the First Australians and 
Dreamings: The Art of Aboriginal Australia, both exhibited at the Asia Pacific Society 
in New York 1988, not due to their lesser impact, in fact they were quite imperative in 
the instigation of a changing narrative of Indigenous arts’ role in the contemporary 
art/modernism narrative, but because they were survey exhibitions. Though 
instrumental in prompting greater awareness of the diversity of Indigenous art 
practice in Europe and North America (which served to steer it away from the 
prevalent ‘exotica’, ‘primitive’ and ‘ethnography’ categories), I am more interested in 
examining exhibitions that have attempted to consciously provide solutions to 
problems that were highlighted in these early shows. In this sense, I am looking at 
the utilisation of the various curatorial categories mentioned in chapter one, and how 
the curators of these recent exhibitions have constructed their curatorial approaches 
in light of these influential exhibitions. As survey exhibitions, they paved the way for 
initial exposure to an international audience, an audience who had not yet come into 
contact with the emerging Indigenous art scene. The exhibitions had put Indigenous 
art on the map within the established institution, where in the decades following, 
numerous epistemological ‘battles’ would ensue, spurred on by an increasingly 
contested and complex field. The following four exhibitions represent a cross-section 
of the various expressions of contemporary curatorial practices that have been and 
are being put to use in the years following Primitivism, Magiciens, Aratjara and 
Dreamings. These approaches are shaped by ethics, pedagogy, perspective, intent 
and engagement, with particular attention paid to personal sincerity and the active 
involvement of indigenous communities. 
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CHAPTER THREE
Four Case Studies 
3.1. fluent – 47th Venice Biennale, 1998
Curated by Hetti Perkins, Brenda L. Croft and Victoria Lynn for the 47th Venice 
Biennale in 1997, fluent featured the work of three Indigenous Australian women 
artists: Emily Kame Kngwarreye, Judy Watson and Yvonne Koolmatrie. Hailing from 
different language groups - the Anmatyerre, Waanyi and Ngarrindjeri peoples 
respectively (Fig. 6). It was not the first time that Indigenous artists had represented 
Australia at the biennale, artists Rover Thomas and Trevor Nicholls did in 1990. 
However, fluent utilised a unique curatorial format – three curators for three artists, all 
female, making use of the locality of Venice itself as a concept. Written about at 
length by art historian Sibyl Fisher in her 2016 and 2015 essays From fluent to 
Culture Warriors and Fluent in Venice respectively, Fisher highlights that 
contemporary artists have long negotiated the legacies of colonisation by creating the 
opportunities for “reclamation, reconnection and healing”, however the significance of 
this exhibition was in paving the way for the much needed consideration of largely 
overlooked female artists (Fisher, 2015: 810), echoing the shift towards recognising 
the contributions of women artists (Kleinert & Koch, 7).  
 As a city of water, canals and as a culturally rich meeting points, the curators 
and the work of the artists drew on the concepts of fluidity and fluency, moving 
beyond binaries and temporalities through an Indigenous perspective. The Venice 
Biennale is considered one of the most prestigious cultural institutions in the world, 
where showing work entails a deep significance globally, not merely culturally but 
economically. Though numerous iterations of the biennale have been established 
across the world, the Venice Biennale is the oldest of its kind having been 
established in 1895. Its Venice location mirrored its role as an economic centre in the 
nineteenth-century – a period marked by the territorial division of the world amongst 
great capitalist powers (Fisher, 2015: 807). The structure of the national pavilions ring 
true to such a division, also echoing the World Fairs as a sort of national display of 
culture. fluent aimed at challenging the often hierarchical and exclusionary structure 
by paying tribute “on the international stage to the survival of Aboriginal culture, 
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reflecting the culture and creativity of both regional and urban communities” (Perkins, 
1997a). Fluency was used to imply the translation of language, practice and 
knowledge systems without invalidating either. Fluidity, in turn, questioned fixity and 
oppositionality in art history – both in terms of temporality and locality. By deploying 
Indigenous sensibilities of place and belonging beyond the ephemeral, notions of 
‘country’ are transposed to the Venice location as part of curatorial praxis. In so 
doing, the curators attempted to decolonise language and space in the merging of 
Indigenous and more conventional modes of address.  
 Works included in the exhibition inspired this curatorial theme, with 
Koolmatrie’s Eel Trap (1997) (Fig.7), taking centre stage alongside Watson’s ethereal 
canvases, amongst them Canyon (1997) (Fig. 10) and Kngwarreye’s canvases 
depicting alweye – a visual representation of the rhythmic song cycles of women’s 
ceremonies (Fig. 11). Judy Watson was chosen in part for her formal art education, 
which Perkins saw as a pertinent usage of the principles of Western abstraction in 
order to emphasise the histories of the colonialist era (Perkins, 1997b, 11). In 
Kngwarreye’s work, fluidity is expressed by the motif of the stripe, a mark referred to 
in the catalogue as globally occurring, “like a word in a language we can all 
understand” (Croft, 1998: 1). Merging the past with the present and the familiar with 
the strange, the artists shared “a fluency of visual expression” (Ibid, 1). This 
perspective on the city includes a particular attention to the usage and application of 
language. Perkins’ own meditations on Venice as a location drew similarities to her 
own Indigenous heritage, and a sense of fluidity not merely in terms of imagery but of 
being. This vision of the postcolonial city was evoked to “shift and unsettle existing 
images of Venice, at the same time as provoke recognition” (Fisher, 2015: 811). In 
her analysis of the exhibition, scholar Sibyl Fisher likens this approach to what she 
calls an imaginatively reconceptualised city, where the curators focused on drawing 
attention to the concept of locality – moving in and out of the articulations of the art, 
like the visitors through the canals of the city. As stated in their press release: “like 
the many canals that weave through Venice, the exhibition explores the subtle 
connections between works which suggest a continuous ebb and flow between 
modernity and tradition, art and craft, painting and sculpture, abstraction and 
narrative” (Perkins, 1997a). This connection to the water, to the city of Venice and its 
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locality served not to disavow the political aspect of the art, but rather generated 
connections to the city of Venice, ”prompting visitors to see and experience the city in 
new ways: not as ’Aboriginal’ in an essentialist mode, or ’aesthetic’ in a universalizing 
sense, but imbued with culturally specific Aboriginal ways of knowing” (Fisher, 2015: 
804). The curators are utilising modes of Indigenous perception alongside 
considerations of the post-colonial in addressing where and how Indigenous art 
interjects with the global flows of a globally involved biennale. Scholar Katie Beswick 
at al mention in their essay Towards a Spatial Practice of the Postcolonial City (2015) 
that curators Croft, Perkins and Lynn strategically mediated the temporalities of 
Venice’s metropolitan locus with the margins of Australia’s Indigenous communities 
(Beswick et al, 7). By doing this, Fisher states, the curators invited audiences to 
encounter the art ”within a framework of contemporaneity and currency (or what we 
might term ’nowness’) with a strong sense of presence (what we might term 
’hereness’)” (Fisher, 2015: 803). Utilising universality of being is key here in 
producing ‘knowledge boats’ that could traverse both the waters of Venice and 
Indigenous Australia. 
 Fisher rightly points out that the locality itself indeed reflects the greater 
paradigms at hand, which questions whether Venice as a cultural institution lends 
itself to the critiques they are attempting at producing. It is interesting to note that the 
marketing of the exhibition, including eye-catching red show-bags (containing press-
kits) were to be seen around the island, and banners showing Kngwarreye’s Alweye 
triptych were even stolen from the pavilion, along with several of Judy Watson’s 
bronze stones, which the curators took as a sign of visitors liking the exhibition so 
much that they “just had to take something with them” (Croft, 1998: 2-3). It could be 
argued this is an apt example of the commoditisation of Indigenous motifs, however, 
the curators themselves expressed they were playing into this notion of 
commercialisation, and decided to utilise it for visibility. It worked. Reviews were 
“overwhelmingly positive”, and proved to be one of the first exhibitions of Indigenous 
contemporary art that relied, in earnest, on the aesthetic qualities of the works in their 
own merit rather than garnering the critiques of the art being ‘tainted’ by tropes of 
Western modernism and cultural tradition. In a sense, it is a testament to the viability 
of alternative curatorial approaches – particularly ones that combine self-criticism 
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with methods aiming at exploring or even developing language that can bridge the 
gap between cultural and political identities.  The exhibition tackled the long-lasting 
opposition of ’urban’ versus ’desert’ art, which in turn allude to the long-standing 
’primitive’ versus ’contemporary’ paradigm that haunts Indigenous Art. Younger 
artists, particularly those living and working in cities have taken to distance 
themselves from their designation as Indigenous altogether, where utilisation of new/
mixed media has added another layer of distance in their waning perception as 
’traditional’, and thereby less ’Indigenous’.  Attempting to curate Indigenous 
Australian art beyond this paradigm, fluent worked to challenge it by invoking a 
decolonising and alternative mode of perception that arguably succeeded in 
transcending it.  
 Some view the biennale as a platform for social change; others view the large-
scale exhibitions as a manner of administering culture from above - an instrument to 
drive the economic worldwide cultural industry. However such rigidity stands to 
disregard the active agency of Indigenous curators and artists, and such oversight 
only serves to cast them to an invisible space. fluent tackled the oppositional aspect 
related to the participation of Indigenous art on international stages such as the 
Venice Biennale head on as an antidote to non-hybridity by challenging the notion 
that culturally specific knowledge is inherently unadaptable nor likely to survive 
processes of modernisation. That ‘going global’ might lead to the watering down of 
subject matter should not be an excuse for non-participation, where invisibility and 
silence feeds into the paradigm where Indigenous identity already is engulfed by 
over-commercialisation and fetishism. Fisher proposed that the curators of fluent 
understood the costs of participating in the biennale, who weighted the potential 
costs with the gain of visibility, exposure and endorsement in an expanded field. 
Indeed, the biennale show signalled an advance for the professional empowerment 
of Indigenous actors within the art sector, echoing the sentiments of Australian critic 
Joanna Mendelssohn that “the cultural establishment is recognising the need for 
Aboriginal people to speak for their own culture” (Mendelssohn, 1997: 11). Beswick et 
al (2015) reiterates Fishers’ notions that by utilising a spatial praxis and thus positing 
the city as its context, the three curators deployed an approach that makes effective 
use of a curator’s discursive agency as a transcultural producer. Croft and Fisher 
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assert that through the presentation and framing of the selected artworks, the 
exhibition challenges the dislocation of Indigenous curatorial practices, insisting that 
Indigenous practitioners (artists and curators) no longer remain marginalised, by 
creating new centres, parallel and overlapping (Croft to Fisher, 2011). By utilising the 
locality that would normally be seen as a ‘holding back’ Indigenous art, Croft, Perkins 
and Lynn showed that the art can survive processes of modernisation and in fact, 
might even feed off of it.  
3.2. Theme Park – Museum of Contemporary Aboriginal Art (AAMU), 2008
Two vinyl clowns shrouded in the light of a pink and blue neon sign stand watch at 
the entrance of the Museum of Contemporary Aboriginal Art in Utrecht, the 
Netherlands (Fig. 8). In Brook Andrews and Georges Petitjean’s Theme Park, bold, 
kitschy installations parodied the museum, creating a fair-like atmosphere that both 
shocked and impressed. Clown I and Clown II (2008) (Fig. 8) were as imposing as 
they were perplexing in the setting of an exhibition on Indigenous art. This exhibition 
drew such critique from the public that the museum has since been cautious to 
pursue such a controversial show again.  With artist Brook Andrews at the helm, the 
radical showing of artworks new and old drew ire for its heavy departure from the 
(often stereotypical and narrowly defined) narratives that the public usually 
associated with the museum.  
 Since first opening in 2001, the AAMU has aimed at being the authority on 
Aboriginal art – a platform for the exhibition and discussion of Aboriginal art and 
culture in Europe (Petitjean, 2008). Its exhibitions in the early years had centred on 
familiarising and educating Dutch audiences on the fairly unknown facets of 
Indigenous Australian art as a whole – its many directions and ‘schools’. When 
Georges Petitjean, a Belgian art historian entered the picture as head curator in 
2005, AAMU’s board colluded with the newly appointed Petitjean the year after to 
pursue a new policy. This policy would shift the museum towards an explicitly 
contemporary context, spearheaded by a revitalised exhibition program that aimed at 
stimulating productive conversation and drumming up new conceptions of what 
contemporary Indigenous art is (Petitjean, 2008: 14).  Having long been pushed to 
the margins of the Dutch art world, where it had largely been designated as an 
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addition to the list of ethnographic institutions, the AAMU was to position Indigenous 
art as part of an international, contemporary art history. In the years that followed, 
Petitjean staged exhibitions that attempted to engage an audience with art that lived, 
and still lives, on the periphery of art history. From 2006 onwards the museum staged 
exhibitions with a heavy focus on exchanges between European and Indigenous 
Australian artists and curators. The shows contributed to the Dutch (and 
international) debates surrounding the exclusion of so-called ‘non-Western’ art from 
institutions (Riphagen, 2009: 28).  Petitjean was aware of the present disjunction in 
describing and presenting this art. In 2008, he expressed that a central issue in 
describing Indigenous Australian art “is that it doesn’t always have to draw from pre-
existing Western iconographies and cultural practices, but art historians and 
theoreticians do have to borrow from the vocabulary of Western art history to 
describe it” (Petitjean, 2008: 14). That same year, the exhibition Theme Park would 
go on to address this issue head on.  
 Artist Brook Andrew is known for engaging with existing collections in his 
examination of Western narratives, particularly in relation to colonialism. His practices 
put to question modernist histories, and question prevailing narratives in museums 
and galleries in his work. Using his own work alongside an amalgam of both 
contemporary and older period pieces, Theme Park plays with perceptions of racial 
identity and European colonial connections with Australia. The works combine to 
create spectacles of sound and imagery steeped in irony and humour. Andrews 
weaves in the motifs of the Wiradjuri, his mothers’ people, throughout the exhibition – 
most noticeably in Clown I and Clown II. They were also to be found in spears, 
shields and boomerangs collected from the Royal Museum for Central Africa in 
Belgium and Musée des Confluences in France, showcasing the impressively 
international spread of Wiradjuri motifs, as is the case with many Indigenous motifs.  
Andrews’ work and works by contemporary artists such as Marlene Dumas and Felix 
De Boeck were placed alongside kitsch souvenirs, neon signs and disco balls. 
Adding to the experience of the museum as a theme park, music bellowed across the 
rooms with the sound of Australiana.  The striking concoction of imagery and sounds 
serve to highlight the often equally striking conjunctions of distinct cultural narratives 
as presented within the walls of the museum. Placed within such an atypical context, 
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the various depictions of Indigenous peoples and traditional treatments of Indigenous 
artefacts were seen in quite an unsettling and perplexing perspective. It highlighted 
the manner in which Western institutions have come to formulate Indigenous heritage 
and identity, and moreover, how we have come to think of modernism as existing 
within the confines of the West. As much as the museum’s history and its collections 
feed Andrews’ curatorial work, the practice of curation is here integral to an artistic 
practice, where the totality of the exhibition can at once be perceived as stepping into 
a multi-medium, living artwork.  
 As Barrett & Millner discusses in their book Australian Artists in Contemporary 
Museums (2016), by merging the poetic of artistic practice with the didactic, the 
license granted to an artist such as Andrews is an effective method with which to 
approach topics such as institutional critique. Indeed, inviting artists to work with 
established collections is “an opportunity for museums and curators to engage with 
the history of their institutions, to in effect undertake post-colonial self-
critique” (Barrett & Millner, 2016). This process between the artist and the museum, 
where the focus is on the making of new connections rather than the final exhibition 
can come to generate high value insights, where the artist-as-curator can come to 
unpick the net of contested meanings. This, according to Barrett & Millner, is at the 
heart of most post-conceptual practice. Artistic strategies often deployed even 
without an ‘artist curator’ involved, however the power of having the artist place their 
own work, contextualising and rearranging existing objects and artists effectively 
confuses a viewer who is often looking for facts and certainty. Playing with the 
language and spatiality of display, putting to question the ordering principles and 
museum’s taxonomic modes of display opens up an array of epistemological 
questions. Though Barrett & Millner’s research suggests that not everybody 
appreciates the lack of traditional museum narratives (as did occur at the AAMU), by 
flinching at the unintelligibility of a determined turn away from an ordering of the 
world confronts and challenges the viewer as to their deep-rooted imaginings of the 
world. 
 Leaving the usual narrative where the artist’s role remains limited, Brook 
Andrew sets the pace by shifting perceptions of descent and identity alongside the 
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role of the museum in shaping our conceptions of those notions. He does this by 
confronting the museum, and in many ways the visitor with its (or his/her) own 
identity – as an echo chamber of various permutations of authority and legitimation. 
Acting as the museums critical subconscious, Andrews’ method of display come 
across as both humorous and bizarre. Artists and museums have come to seek 
engagement with history using strategies that aim to operate from the inside, 
borrowing the strategies of subversion in order to question authority. Indeed, the artist 
as curator questions the expert status of the institution, openly examining and 
critiquing the mechanisms of legitimation and authorisation. Making the familiar 
strange has had varying responses and as seen in Theme Park, the ‘radical’ 
interventions that attempt to break barriers can come to alienate audiences. Whilst 
Andrews’ exhibition was received well in the art world, what Andrews and Petitjean 
attempted to achieve and address in Theme Park largely fell on deaf ears outside of 
the already ‘closed-off’ art world and therein lays the problem, the invariable Achilles 
heel of institutions like the AAMU. Whilst museums are institutions of their time, and 
in the process of demystifying the museum, as has long been curatorial practice, 
exhibitions that claim a certain level of authority through expertise is in the peril of 
limiting the visitor’s conception of cultures and identities. Stereotyping and ordering 
the world by way of taxonomy has long been the primary mode with which peoples 
have made sense of the world. Unfortunately, breaking tradition with ‘radical’ 
curatorial strategies can come to be the downfall of experimental spaces that work on 
the periphery. At the time of my writing this, the AAMU has closed its doors 
indefinitely, having sold their extensive collections due to a lack of funding.  
 Such lamentable developments emphasise the often problematic and 
oppositional nature of the museum as both business and cultural institution. Even so, 
with an injection of new cultural voices in the public sphere, there have been 
concerted efforts to put to question such an ordering of the world, indeed harbouring 
the sentiments of a questioning of epistemology itself. In turn, calls for greater 
involvement of ‘outside’ voices in curatorial practice reverberate across the platforms 
of the contemporary art world. Particularly with the advent of art-activism and a turn 
towards the collaborative, museums and its staff are gaining greater self-awareness 
of its role and history in relation to the post-colonial. As a museum that aims to 
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operate at the periphery of the Indigenous-Contemporary art paradigm, the curatorial 
approaches applied to Theme Park plays sardonically with this assumed position. 
While as Petitjean puts it, “it is in this periphery that possibilities open up that allow 
for broadening visions, experimentation and dialogue” (Petitjean, 2008: 14), it is in 
the questioning of the institutions and people that assume places in this periphery 
that these dialogues surface.  
3.3. Indigenous Australia: Enduring Civilisation – The British Museum, 2015
With the largest collection of Indigenous Australian cultural material outside of 
Australia, the British Museum’s first Indigenous Australian ‘blockbuster’ was exhibited 
in 2015 (Fig. 9). Enduring Civilisation was emblematic of its name in capturing the 
transfiguration of peoples that have not only endured the tests of time, but also 
endured the influx of other civilisations. The exhibition followed a four-year research 
project titled Engaging Objects: Indigenous Communities, Museum Collections and 
the Representations of Indigenous Histories, conducted in conjunction with the 
National Museum of Australia and the Australian National University, on the basis of a 
long-term consultative process with Indigenous communities (www.nma.gov.au, 
2014). Intended as an extensive research-oriented and educative enterprise, 
Engaging Objects produced a series of collaborative processes, where artists drew 
upon the extensive history of the British Museum collection. The exhibition signalled 
a landmark decision by the museum to pursue a more visible political stance with 
regards to the often controversial and contested collections in their possession. 
Understanding the museum’s role as a world destination, the active involvement of 
Indigenous communities on a large scale was a seminal step on the international 
stage towards the inclusion of alternative narratives on a public stage (see appendix 
ii). The exhibition was centred on research and aimed at the provision of as much 
information and descriptors as possible. This was an educational endeavour, where 
the production of new connections through scholarly, artistic and interactive research 
expanded upon the platform of Indigenous art’s role and impact on the contemporary 
world. The exhibit’s focus outside of scholarly and artistic research was the 
production of new connections. This came in the form of community and artist 
exchanges where residency programmes acted as extended platforms for discussion 
surrounding the objects’ display and meaning today. Indigenous artists who visited 
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the museum created artworks as part of this exchange. The works reflect on the 
history and significance of the objects, opening up for new interpretations of history. 
The exhibition is as such a ‘rewriting’ and an in-depth expansion of a lacklustre 
history with the view to investigate the many transmutations that occurred from the 
clashing of civilisations. 
 Curated by Gaye Schulthorpe and Rachael Murphy, organised with the 
National Museum of Australia and funded by British Petroleum, this ‘survey’ exhibition 
received mixed reviews by critics. Amongst the praise was the exhibitions’ 
predominant theme of enlightening the public of Indigenous histories and the 
consequences of colonial processes that persist to this day. Others took the chance 
to criticise the museums’ resistance to the issue of repatriation, whilst others saw it 
as a hard-hitting and wholly negative portrayal of the British (Bunbury, 2015). The 
exhibition was, in effect, largely self-reflective; with an emphasis on the museums’ 
own involvement in the trajectories of the objects and individuals involved. At the 
outset, the museum purposely hired Sculthorpe, who apart from her Indigenous 
heritage, has years of active involvement regarding Indigenous rights. Sculthorpe 
was at the outset recognised as an appointment that could greatly contribute to 
bringing in an Indigenous perspective within the walls of established institutions. In 
an interview with the Sydney Morning Herald, Sculthorpe addressed the 
controversies relating to the issue of repatriation by emphasising that “my role as a 
curator is to help with information that might aid with those discussions” (Bunbury, 
2015). During my own involvement with the project, I experienced a great deal of 
sensitivity regarding the approach to which the museum should represent objects, 
many of which had never been on display. Indeed, research was at the very core of 
the project, with continuous consultation and delegations visiting both the museum 
and communities frequently. In essence, the call for consultation conferred a sense of 
validation to the voices of the communities; an aspect of exhibition making that had 
often gone without quite the extensive input of the Indigenous perspective.  With the 
inclusion of indigenous modes of thinking and being, Sculthorpe was curating 
culturally resonant spaces, where display, lectures, text and labelling acted in a 
sense as a form of activism, a silent protest to (art) historical neglect in the creation of 
a ‘counter-publics’, and an homage to the complex histories of Indigenous Australia. 
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In doing this, Sculthorpe and those involved in the Encounters project emphasised 
that forgetting should not remain an option. Re-staging or ‘re-curating’ collections that 
have as contested a story as the Indigenous Australian collections at the British 
Museum can in this way be seen to provide the public with a much needed (and to 
many, a much awaited) retrospective. 
 The curatorial strategy of the British Museum sought to be educational through 
its confrontation of ‘forgotten’ truths. However, it was through the exhibitions’ 
pedagogical design that it made its impact. If measured in effectiveness, the display 
could be arranged across an array of spaces without loss of too much contextuality – 
indeed the exhibition travelled to Canberra following its closing in London. In terms of 
outreach, public programmes were staged with an appearance by Prince Charles, 
whose acknowledgement of the nations’ onerous colonial history with Australia 
proved a powerful statement in recognising the vestiges of the past. This outreach 
was designed in such a way that audience members could engage not only with 
video recordings of personal histories, but with individuals from the communities 
themselves through public programmes, talks, performances and the commissioned 
works on display. In a sense, this large survey exhibition and retrospective aimed to 
validate or give substance to Indigenous modes of thinking and being whilst 
recognising the struggles of repression and exclusion that still pervade to this day.  
 Though groundbreaking in scale, the exhibit did not utilise strategies that 
arguably set it apart from any other mainstream exhibit, veering between the 
thematic and national in nature. Mediators were not in place, and aside from the 
public programmes at the time of its opening, engagement with audiences remained 
at the level of the ‘usual’ large exhibit. In this sense, the placement of active contact 
zones with ‘story keepers’ to interact with could have been proficient in eliciting 
greater interaction. Indeed, it is difficult to argue that the exhibit was curatorially 
progressive outside of the inclusion of consultation, which, in the case of exhibiting 
Indigenous art seems to be nothing more than a justified and common courtesy. 
Indeed, outside of its function as a platform for the surrounding discussions regarding 
Indigenous rights, the exhibition and the curatorial strategies deployed were all but 
expected from an institution such as the British Museum. Some viewed the exhibit as 
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distractingly apologetic, where the overarching themes of ‘diversity, country and 
colonialism’ were presented as critic and senior lecturer in Australian Studies at 
Flinders University Christine Nicholls calls it “indirectly and very politely – not 
something for which we Australians are well known” (Nicholls, 2015). Indeed, despite 
its ambition and well intent, the greatest critique or act of ‘activism’ comes not 
through the exhibition itself, but in the mere staging of it within the walls of the British 
Museum. To be very critical, the style of display even teeters as Nicholls says 
between a fine art exhibit and ethnographic taxonomic displays, even going so far as 
to say that “the exhibition style, albeit in post-modern garb, is redolent of the 
‘Wunderkammer’ – European keeping-places for objects pertaining to specifically-
themed collections of yesteryear” (Nicholls, 2015). To be sure, this is the Achilles heel 
of the blockbuster, which never seems to rise beyond the controversy of the 
institution’s history. The facsimile of a wunderkammer would assuredly not have been 
a positive image to invoke in the eyes of Sculthorpe and co whose intent surely was 
not to lump the precious objects into categories of curioso. Nevertheless, Nicholls’ 
evocation of the ‘European keeping-place’ is pertinent in the face of the disputes the 
British Museum faces regarding repatriation.  
 ‘Preservation or Plunder?’ (read the headlines in The Guardian following the 
exhibitions’ opening (Daley, 2015). The exhibition was, as predicted, steeped in 
controversy. Vocal protesters of the exhibition, among which were the reputable 
curator Fiona Foley and Dja Dja Wurrung elder Gary Murray, put to question (and 
validly so) the hypocrisy of putting on a show that champions Indigenous culture and 
their unique relationship to nature whilst passively promoting their main funder BP, a 
staunch operator in environmentally damaging activity, in addition to their concerns 
regarding ownership. The focus of the protests were concerning repatriation, which 
remains the museums’ most reoccurring public issue. During and after the exhibition, 
curator Sculthorpe actively participated in the negotiations surrounding this 
controversy, which was centred on numerous items taken during first contact. These 
included bark artefacts from the Dja Dja Wurrung and a Gweagal shield collected 
from the fallen Gweagal warrior Cooman at Botany Bay in 1770. Though the push for 
the shield’s repatriation was recently backed by the Australian senate, the British 
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Museum has yet to cede any artefacts that do not contain human remains  2
(Wahlquist, 2016). 
 At a staff meeting, the then director Neil MacGregor had discussed at length 
the positioning of the museum as a ‘world museum’, where staff has to contend with 
remaining highly conscientious and pragmatic whilst finding the necessary funding 
from corporations when private/public donations and governmental funding falls 
short. What this illuminates is the ever-fraught policies that museums and curators 
must grapple with – where a lack of funding leads to questionable platforms from 
which to stage supposed ‘activist’ exhibitions. Indeed, this harks back to the 
irreverent problematic of whether art staged from ‘within’ (the institution, the West) 
will ever be able to break through the paradigm from which they must operate. 
However, in the face of a big business system, and in a world where cultural 
institutions can arguably be said to lie at one of the lowest rungs of the ladder of 
(perceived) societal importance, such hypocrisy from institutions as large as the BM 
are hard to avoid. Indeed, this echoes the unfortunate and imminent closing of the 
AAMU here in Utrecht due to a chronic lack of funding. Politics inevitably guides the 
navigation of managing the contemporary museum, a facet that bleeds through to the 
curatorial strategies utilised in the exhibition of culturally (and politically) sensitive 
material. What Enduring Civilisation did illustrate is the willingness of the mainstream 
museum to actively engage in new dialogues with Indigenous peoples under vast 
public scrutiny.  
3.4. Frontier Imaginaries  – Multi-site, Travelling Exhibitions, 2015 - Ongoing
Frontier Imaginaries was conceived as a multi-platform project established by 
Australian critic and curator Vivian Ziherl through a curatorial fellowship at the 
Institute of Modern Art Brisbane (IMA) in 2015. It was envisioned as a continuous art 
commissioning and research project, supported by the Australian Council for the Arts. 
As elucidated in her e-flux.com journal On the Frontier, Again (2016), the ‘frontier’ 
 The museum did repatriate two Tasmanian cremation bundles in 2006 following the passing of the 2
Human Tissue Act in 2005 (“Repatriation to Tasmania”, 2005). The Natural History museum similarly 
repatriated 138 remains in 2011 and 13 remains of Indigenous Australian ancestors were repatriated 
by Birmingham, Brighton and Cambridge universities in 2016 (“Aboriginal Remains Return from the 
UK”, 2016). 
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encompasses numerous facets of contemporary life. The frontier, she says, is 
concerned with how “the ‘outside’ is produced, exploited, and policed” (Ziherl, 
2016a). An experiment in the form of para-institutional partnerships, the project’s 
driving task is to work trans-locally “in order to map the ongoing significance of the 
frontier formation, and by so doing challenge its grip” (Ziherl, 2016a). By working in a 
sense as a travelling exhibition, Frontier Imaginaries is a response to the 
dichotomous development of states of isolation in the face of globalisation, which 
also provides unparalleled opportunities for new connections. As described by Ziherl, 
Frontier Imaginaries both a strategic response to the condition of the settler colony, 
and an attempt to utilise the resources and mobility of contemporary art to map 
territories and their social spheres. Learning from the art debates in Australia 
surrounding the effort to insert Indigenous Australian art into a Western canon based 
on prescribed visual cues, the project is concerned with identifying cultural resources 
at hand (like accessibility, visibility and funds) and what can be done with them 
(Ziherl, 2016b). 
 
 The first iterations of the project were held in Brisbane at the IMA, QUT Art 
Museum and the Australian Cinémathèque with the staging of dialogues related to 
the position of the Queensland arts and culture scene in the era of globalisation, and 
the urban/rural and digital divides. The project involved numerous Australian and 
Indigenous Australian artists alongside international peers tackling issues related to 
visible and invisible divides, or ‘lines’. Contributing artists included Richard Bell, 
Helmut Newton, Gordon Hookey’s MURRILAND! (2016) (Fig. 12) the piece Virtual 
Songlines (2016) by Brett Leavy – an immersive heritage specialist – whose piece is 
a virtual reality mock-up of a vanished Indigenous past. The edition offered the 
opportunity to reflect upon the manner in which locally focused projects could 
meaningfully connect to separate geographies. Virtual Songlines (2016) in particular 
emphasises the increasingly radical technological tools being utilised by artists and 
curators as modes of address, in bridging gaps between past and present, local and 
global. The second edition was held in Jerusalem as part of the third Qalandiya 
International art event, under the name ‘Jerusalem Show VIII’. The edition echoed 
the overarching themes of division, exploring the power narratives of what we attach 
to the concept of ‘origin’ and ‘return’. Works from dozens of artists from various 
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cultural and economic backgrounds address issues surrounding modernity, 
colonisation, property and territorial belonging (Ziherl & Maes). Artists, scholars and 
visitors convened to shed collective light on a history that has profoundly shaped the 
socio-political makeup of the Palestinian peoples. Intended to be a study of the 
concept of the ‘frontier’ in the global era, the editions can arguably seen as an 
attempt to excavate the space of the frontier through numerous approaches.  Future 
versions of Frontier Imaginaries will primarily take the shape of symposia, starting 
with three events held at the Van Abbemuseum in the Netherlands, the North 
Stradbroke Island Historical Museum in Brisbane and at Columbia University in New 
York.   
 Part travelling exhibition, part symposium, the initiative brings together various 
cultural producers who together produce new experiments in artistic (and scholarly) 
production. Collaborative and travelling art events such as Frontier Imaginaries build 
on the general trend in the arts that have responded to increasing criticism of the 
monotony and uniformity of exhibitions and symposia that have often been consigned 
to few localities and institutions. This ‘continuous’ exhibition lengthens and conjoins 
the discussions that arise between editions as the project develops across localities 
and institutions. When viewed in the context of a greater call for inclusion (be it in an 
opening of the art world to a greater public, or the inclusion of peoples/perspectives), 
there is a growing concern for the manner in which the scope of a seemingly 
restricted exhibition format might effectively be able to stimulate and engage larger 
audiences. Debates emerging from exhibitions usually remain within the space of the 
institution it was held in. That is, discussions that involve the input of experts, artists 
and a larger public at once. In essence, Frontier Imaginaries attempts to tackle this 
problematic by linking together a succession of exhibitions and more interactive 
forums such as the symposia. This format allows for a continuation of discussion, 
carried on through a thematic that remains similar but changes on the basis of 
locality. This ‘tie-in’ type of exhibition format can in ways keep alive certain strains of 
thought where once it might have been left to the winds following an exhibitions’ wrap 
up. This strategy almost turns the exhibition and its accompanying symposia into a 
study of sorts. The strength of such a curatorial approach lies in the pursuit of 
productive discussion – of utilising the potential released by an exhibition and the 
 43
artworks in it and following up interesting and important outcomes in following 
symposia and in connected exhibitions.    
 The concept of the continuous and trans-local exhibition-formulae aims in part 
to offer new forms of instituting and of producing other worlds, made possible 
because of the unique input of the different artists, contexts and participants. This is 
an important step in the thinking of current curatorial strategies. To address that 
which Tony Bennett named “the Exhibitionary Complex” in his 1994 paper of the 
same name, cultural institutions which display of objects and bodies formed vehicles 
for the broadcasting of various messages of power, wherein exhibitionary forms 
simultaneously orders objects for public inspection and in turn, orders the public that 
inspects (Bennett, 74). As such, exhibitions indicate ways of seeing, ways of 
understanding and of behaving. By addressing the frontier as the point of departure 
however, Ziherl attempts to confront such ‘ordering’ of the public by circumventing the 
exhibition as a product of finality – it is rather evolving and ‘in construction’ through 
the continuous involvement of others.  
Frontier has nevertheless drawn lacklustre attention and little critique, with reviews 
from art writer Louise Martin-Chew and art critic Andrew Frost typically boxing it into 
another ‘experimental’ contemporary art show following the documentary format – 
juxtaposing seemingly unrelated artworks and objects whilst asking for the audience 
to engage in order to solve the riddle (Frost 2016; Martin-Chew, 2016). In this sense, 
the ambition of the project itself might overpower the strength of the exhibitions 
alone, indeed the multiplicity of the artistic works chiming in on the topic is in need 
(as Ziherl anticipated) of an expanded experience: symposia, discussions, essays 
and even books in order to open up those productive spaces of critique. Ziherl herself 
likened the project to the structure of an essay: taking an idea, pursuing it, 
interrogating it and elaborating it through artistic and aesthetic work.  Despite looking 
to push towards or excavate the ’frontier’ in a democratised manner, it relies heavily 
on the existing knowledge of its audience in order to get to a space of fruitful 
discussion. The biggest drawback of such a travelling exhibition is of course that it is 
still to a large extent separated from the general public. The public that attended the 
first editions would most likely not have been able to attend the second. The hope is 
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that they would follow the progression of the show. Yet, with each edition’s relatively 
significant difference, the comparison of a continuous exhibition with a more 
straightforward strategy - one that kept to a theme in a narrower or stricter manner - 
could perhaps be more of an interesting and arguably more fruitful project. 
  Ultimately, Frontier approaches the questions of how, why and with which tools 
we might use in order to open up discussions regarding the production of knowledge 
across localities rather than utilising those tools to excavate these imaginaries fully.  It 
has merit in questioning whether or not publications can transmit specific art and 
exhibits in other places and times, by questioning the usefulness of developing 
communications technologies, and by asking how art-production and the activities of 
the art and cultural sector might contribute to effecting change both locally and 
globally. As described by art critic and historian Chari Larsson for her review in Art 
Link, the notion of the frontier is particularly interesting in its potential for reimagining 
and re-envisioning socio-political discourses – “frontiers jostle and collide, creating 
new territories, spaces and lines of enquiry” (Larsson, 2016).  Ziherl achieves this 
perhaps in expected manners, creating juxtapositions between historical works and 
new commissions, but by drawing the lines and connecting the dots from one locale 
to the other, Larsson suggests Ziherl is able to draw on the power of the uncertain, 
intangible yet universal concept of the ‘frontier’ in order to create richer conversations 
that sidestep conventional debates concerning the margin and periphery (particularly 
in relation to the Indigenous perspective). It is indeed the most recent and fully 
formed example I have personally found of an exhibition that attempts to bring in and 
make use of the complex diversity of artistic and cultural movements so eloquently in 
its attempts to become a productive mode of contemporary critique.  
3.5. Revisiting Curator ‘types’ as a Framework for Analysis
In identifying four curatorial ‘categories’ (in chapter one), the analysis of these case 
studies have made evident the existing contentions of curating ‘subversive’ art within 
the constraints of the institution. Whilst there exists a predominant expectation for 
these established (and culturally prestigious) institutions to present that which is 
deemed to be important or ‘good’, the role of the curator as expert remains part and 
parcel of curatorial strategy. Exhibitions such as Enduring Civilisation at the British 
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Museum feel restrictive for those with familiarity of the subject matter. Indeed, no 
exhibition could fully portray an artistic genre or culture. However in the case of 
Indigenous art, curators must contend with balancing both the pretension of 
expertise, with the demands of meeting the expectations of those who campaign for 
such exhibition to act as (necessary) political activism. As such, the curator as expert 
operates from a position that in some way or another must take in to consideration 
opposing narratives. The role of curators become so interesting precisely because of 
this positioning between. Though no ‘correct’ manner of curation might rightly be 
drawn from these observations and categories, I have found it valuable in producing 
a new line of reasoning as to how curators might (and are attempting to) move away 
from curatorial strategies that often lands them in a catch-22. 
 This brings the analysis back to an examination of the alternative methods that 
allow curators to step outside of the prevailing discussions of (correct) representation 
(discussions from which I see no ‘right’ answer emerging). I propose that in 
attempting to reach consensus between all stakeholders (or finding a ‘right way to 
curate’), we restrict the discourse to the limitations and boundaries of particular 
hegemonic practices. If one takes Chantal Mouffe’s point of view (as discussed in 
Chapter one), this will get us nowhere. Therein lies the value of thinking about 
curatorial practices as a manner from which we may navigate and make use of 
difference as a component of strategy. Insofar as providing an alternative to the 
notion of ‘fair representation’ — that always suffers from awkward and difficult 
processes of inclusion and exclusion anyway —, art as a manner of revealing that 
which consensus hides operates beyond this line of reasoning. In embracing the 
qualities of these exhibitions as productive spaces of dissent — moving away from 
methods of display based on ‘fair representation’ to ‘what can we do for/with/in this 
exhibition’ — we might be able to step away from some of the problems that remain 
emblematic of the exhibition of Indigenous and ‘non-Western’ art. Reflecting upon 
Mouffe’s line of thinking structures an alternative argument for the necessary 
inclusion of Indigenous narrative voices and modes of address in the making of 
public discourse beyond the predicament of representation.  
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 As seen in fluent and Frontier Imaginaries this inclusion of Indigenous 
knowledge systems came in the form of joining and contrasting the cultural 
interpretations of concepts such as locality, the temporal, and the border. Brook 
Andrew and Georges Petitjean questioned the meaning of an ‘Indigenous display’ 
within the constraints of institutional framing with a questioning of difference in 
Theme Park, and in Enduring Civilisation, Sculthorpe and Murphy emphasised the 
inclusion of Indigenous modes of address such as the inclusion of the oral tradition 
through sound and imagery (through soundtracks, talks and video). Such multi-media 
and technology-fuelled approaches, also seen in Frontier Imaginaries through the 
work Songlines, is driving the push towards the spectator becoming the ‘spect-actor’ 
– setting up for greater interaction with the visitor. In a sense these methods are 
attempting to situate the spectator such that they might easier engage with other 
points of view. By shifting the focus away from the efforts of bridging 
incommensurabilities, exhibitions using difference as an active ingredient to activate 
the viewer — exemplified particularly in fluent and Frontier Imaginaries — are more 
equipped at articulating and identifying how we come to identify ‘other’ in relation to 
‘self’.  
  
 Curators such as Brenda Croft, Georges Petitjean and Gaye Sculthorpe 
address their approaches with the aim of greater inclusion without tokenism — the 
inclusion of artists for the purposes of being ‘representative’ or hitting a ‘quota’ of 
diversity as such. Tokenism thereby undermines selection based on the quality of the 
art itself, making it a highly a reductive activity in this context. Indeed, a large facet of 
the contemporary realignment in exhibiting Indigenous art has been the entrance of 
the Indigenous curator. Collaboration and partnerships (across many levels - 
Indigenous communities, activists, artists as well as organisations and institutions) is 
becoming the new dogma, a necessity in attempts towards fair representation and 
display. Co-opting knowledge leads to benefiting from culturally broad opportunities, 
however, as seen in the many protests for the partnership of BP and the British 
Museum during Enduring Civilisation, such cooperation bear with them inescapable 
controversies. Contemporary curation is no longer seen as just the activities of object 
placement, but as a vital component in the dissemination and framing of knowledge 
on a larger scale. Indeed, more attention is being paid towards the results and 
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aftermath of an exhibit. It is no longer about the protest itself, but what happens after. 
Inaction and silence in curatorship is weighed as much as action and voicing. The 
activities of contemporary curation have in this sense come to be aligned with the 
activities of activism. 
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CHAPTER FOUR
Moving Forward: Reflecting on Key Issues and the Fate of the AAMU 
  
4.1 Potentiality and Actualisation: Exploring Epistemological Frontiers
The modes of address deployed in the exhibitions I have discussed are reflective (an 
echo a general trend) of an evolution away from the anthropological terminologies 
and modes of display. This notion that exhibitions engage agency and produce 
empowerment have been replaced with concepts that put to question not what the 
exhibition can do for us, but what we can do with the exhibition. Indeed, the concepts 
of potentiality and actualisation have appeared throughout my reading of literature on 
contemporary curation, specifically in relation to Indigenous art. Most compelling are 
the writings of Irit Rogoff and Charles Esche who view it in part as a maturing 
response to the mechanisms and consequences of globalisation. The concepts move 
us away from seeking the imbuement of power through artistic and visual voicing, to 
considering the potential such activities have, what comes after and how it manifests 
in the world around us. There is a duality present in the concepts of potentiality and 
actualisation – they are irrevocably tied to the existence of endless possibilities that 
may never come to fruition. As such, thinking about art and exhibitions as a manner 
of manifesting certain ‘worlds’ or imaginaries of a world shifts perceptions away from 
absolution. It emphasises the undertaking of artistic practices together, where 
imaginaries overlap and new mappings and outlines are explored simultaneously. 
  Vivian Ziherl’s Frontier Imaginaries caught my attention in particular because of 
its emphasis on this durational, transitional exploration of the limits of our constructed 
world. The form of exhibition-making attempts to connect in an expanded manner 
some of the curatorial strategies mentioned in the previous case studies: merging a 
thematic approach with the local/global in fluent, attempting to operate on the 
periphery as seen in Theme Park and by maintaining a collaborative approach with 
inclusion of voices on various levels like in Enduring Civilisations. Ziherl herself 
operates in ways as a ‘middleman’, working on a reciprocal and collaborative basis, 
with self-criticism at the core of her curatorial approach. Particularly the purposeful 
push to operate on the ‘frontier’ to question the construction of knowledge and how 
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we put that knowledge to use in our ‘imagined’ worlds is an important step forward in 
assessing the power of art in affecting socio-political outcomes. Ziherl appeared at 
Art Basel in 2016 to discuss her project, where she expanded on the reasons for why 
she decided upon this curatorial strategy. At the core of her message was the 
question of how institutions can create spaces for empathy and sincere dialogue. 
Ziherl describes that by utilising the lens of the frontier, we are able to shift our points 
of view to the margins, and it is on the margins that we see the encounters between 
ideas, concepts and potentialities with the processes of actualisation. This approach 
was also utilised by Georges Petitjean and Brook Andrew for Theme Park. The 
frontier is a space of active production, of knowledge construction and the laying 
down of boundaries – ideologically and physically. The topics she engages with 
related to the frontier both in Canberra and Jerusalem is directly linked to the idea of 
geopower, as she describes at an Art Basel salon discussion entitled Uncertainty: 
Curating and the Global Present in 2016. This geologic arrangement of power she 
links to Indigenous notions of ‘country’ and belonging. In her words, the notion of the 
‘frontier’ points to a space and a formation in which contracts (between people, 
between ideas) fail. Ziherl describes the present as a time of coming together, a time 
of re-strategising “because the old contracts are no longer working” (Art Basel, 2016).  
The defining character of the frontier is as such this sense of non-governability, of 
elusiveness. It is a space that exists between the intangible and tangible, which in its 
non-definite form is a unique starting point from which to begin to question the basis 
of knowledge construction, and the basis of the political upon which we arrange the 
world around us. Nevertheless, this type of inquiry is in a sense ironically exclusive 
and in many ways a lot more alienating than a standard blockbuster survey 
exhibition. The metaphysical nature of exhibits that take on the very ambitious project 
of investigating the production of knowledge gripes with its own inaccessibility. 
Looking back at public responses to both exhibits, operating on the periphery can be 
seen to both engage and alienate. Yet, such activities come to identify public 
sentiments and their borders of acceptance.  
  Ziherl’s longitudinal format is reminiscent of Simon Sheik’s suggested exhibition 
format of utilising continuity. He suggests that by putting on one continuous 
exhibition, centred on one theme, but with changing artists and changing curators 
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might achieve some sort of measurable progression – an artistic study as such. 
Frontier Imaginaries is in this sense similar to the ‘continuous exhibition’. However – 
Sheikh’s plan is more radical, in that it would last much longer (10 years plus), and be 
set within strict parameters. This sort of approach would fully utilise and take 
advantage of the unique processes of artistic production. His implication is that by 
continuously addressing this new public through the fostering of long-term 
relationships, the exhibition can teeter beyond potentiality into actuality. In a sense, 
Frontier is approaching such a format, but falling noticeably short.  Sheikh’s 
continuous exhibition format is an interesting point of departure for future 
experimental projects. Still, the idea might suffer from many of the same 
shortcomings of Ziherl’s project. Longitudinal and thorough investigations would, in 
the ideal world, be the preferred method of acquiring sound and thought-through 
knowledge on most things. Yet, and perhaps I am being too cynical here, few outside 
of the art world would follow the exhibition closely throughout the years. This method 
is in part an idealistic approach oriented towards those involved in the arts/academia.  
4.2. The Quandary of Voicing  
 
Globally intersecting localities mean that the contemporary world cannot be 
characterised through the lens of Western discourse only. On the one hand, there is 
a growing sentiment that a shared epistemology should develop, where the building 
of bridges is seen as an attempt at producing sameness in the face of otherness by 
locating and identifying singularities in an increasingly connected world, with the 
hopes that both Western and world art movements will be treated equally. On the 
other hand, such thinking forgoes the very vital notion that perhaps these various 
epistemologies and concepts are incommensurable. Art Historian Patrick Hutchings 
brings this to light in his essay Australian Aboriginal Art (2011). He proposes that if 
Indigenous and ‘settler’ epistemologies are incommensurable, “then the cross-
cultural dialogue is not quite possible”, which on the moral-political level he states 
would be extremely disquieting indeed because “if our our dancing partners declare 
themselves to be inscrutable, we, further, put them into a double bind: making them 
change while not letting them change” (Hutchings, 179). Artist, art historian and vocal 
activist Djon Mundine and writer Nicholas Rothwell have suggested that in order to 
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overcome such a paradigm, we must set to study Indigenous languages and cultures 
(Hutchings, 181). During the symposium In the Future Everything Will Be Uncertain 
(22 April, 2017) held at Framer Framed in Amsterdam, Mundine gave prominence to 
the notion that collaborative approaches might indeed be another version of the white 
man’s burden. He suggested that in bringing Indigenous peoples into visibility, on 
some level that meant taking away control of their own voicing. When pressed on 
what he personally meant should be the way forward in exhibiting Indigenous art, 
Mundine stated that it would be preferable if institutions and the public in general 
considered that for many, we are still living in a colonial world. Indeed, he went on to 
emphasise that racism still remains a very real element of this discourse stating, 
“every racial stereotype is certain in the future”, referencing the title of the 
symposium. 
  This discourse regarding voicing is at the heart of the curatorship of 
contemporary Indigenous art. Scholar Gayatri Spivak illuminated this predicament in 
her paper Can the Subaltern Speak? in 1988, where she suggested that the 
subaltern does not speak in a vocabulary that would resonate within institutional 
locations of power. Spivak makes convincing arguments when explaining that in the 
dominant discourse, the subaltern only enters official and intellectual discourse either 
through the mediation of someone else or by appropriating the norms of such 
discourse in order to engage. Indeed, as she says, it is hard to see how and with 
what voice the subaltern can be capable of speaking in such circumstances. It is 
impossible to look away from this ‘voicing’ predicament as an underlying drive for the 
inclusion of so-called ‘Indigenous modes of address’ in exhibition making, even in 
hiring policies at larger influential institutions. Curators rising within the art field who 
utilise their Indigenous knowledge systems leave traces in their work that produce 
valuable (and some might say, absolutely necessary) insight.  On the other side of 
this coin, in my conversations with Georges Petitjean at the AAMU (Utrecht, Dec. 
2016), the curator brought forth the interesting point that in making the inclusion of 
Indigenous curators necessary, we have fuelled a mould within which inclusivity is 
given its place. The Indigenous curator, in response to a greater call for heritage 
preservation and representation, are formed in part within a strait-jacket of 
expectation of sorts – as Indigenous first, and curator second.  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4.3. The Subversive Exhibition
In response to the aforementioned predicament of voicing, it is made evident that the 
trend of exhibition formats that question the very nature of epistemology (in various 
contexts) is on the rise. Curators are aware of the danger of the single narrative. 
Though the single story is not wrong, it is always incomplete. Curating differences is 
as much about acknowledging the non-static and non-essentialist nature of being as 
it is about acknowledging that some things might seem incompatible. Curators no 
longer label themselves authors, but make exchanges possible where engagements 
with and exposure to various processes offer dialogical resistance to the existing 
order. Curators, and the public in turn, must attend to the production and articulation 
of truths, particularly the truths we authenticate and authorise. The task of the 
contemporary curator seems to be to facilitate for unexpected and momentary 
conjunctions to come together. Contemporary curators who seek to admonish one-
perspective narratives when exhibiting Indigenous art forms regularly deploy the type 
of collaborative approach seen in recent exhibitions. It is popular if not for the 
appeasement of the public, but because it is slowly becoming dogma. This, in 
essence, is one of the central problems that emerge from curatorial approaches that 
align with notions that the display of ‘non-Western’ art cannot be undertaken without 
expressed involvement of a representative of each source community. Yet, I must 
confess that this idea is troublesome. Cultural sensitivity and contentiousness are to 
be encouraged, if not expected from curators, yet we have seen in recent political 
developments that the provision of over-sensitivity can be harmful to the participation 
of open discussion, and in the approach of alternatives. The public’s response to 
Abramovic’ statements and the involvement of BP in the ‘voicing’ of Indigenous rights 
at the British Museum are both examples of the troublesome environment faced by 
curators. 
 What all four exhibitions had in common, I believe, was their ability to arouse 
confrontational reactions. In essence, they were utilising the space of the museum as 
a stage to explore and make use of dissent. I find this notion of dissent as a 
constructive space an interesting possibility for future exhibition-making in that it 
suggests a widening of the spaces of contention. By involving and activating a larger 
field of contention, the artworks are allowed to disrupt, to engage and perhaps to fuel 
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reflection on the state of things. This concept of dissent is aligned with the third type 
of curator outlined in chapter one, of the curator with operating from a place of 
introspection and criticality. Throughout the four case studies emerged as the 
prevalent curatorial ‘type’. In attempts to break through stagnant formulations of 
‘other’, this tactic to utilise art in a self-critical manner to excavate our disjunctions 
just might plant the seeds for further debate. To return one last time to Frontier 
Imaginaries, Ziherl described her curatorial approach as a ‘frontier formalism’ that 
utilises an aesthetic tactics of representation “through rebellious images; images that 
chafe against existing arrangements and that posit undeniable demands for another 
shape and sound of the global symphony” (Ziherl, 2016b). Such confrontation pushes 
towards the acknowledgement of limits - where they are set, who sets them and how 
we operate within them. 
4.4. “In the Future Everything Will Remain Uncertain” / Collections in Flux
 To address some of the ongoing challenges in the exhibition of Indigenous 
Australian art, I would like to return to the AAMU Museum of contemporary Aboriginal 
Art. The museum announced earlier this year their intentions of closing the museum 
indefinitely due to a lack of funding. On April 18 2017, a few months later, it was 
further announced that large parts of the collection would go to the Nationaal 
Museum van Wereldculturen (National Museums of World Culture) in Leiden. Though 
an unfortunate closing for the world of contemporary Indigenous art, the situation did 
provide for an opportunity to see what would become of this extensive collection. At 
Framer Framed in Amsterdam, an exhibition space and a platform for contemporary 
art and visual culture, several figures involved in the passing over of the AAMU 
collection were present at a symposium entitled In the Future Everything Will Remain 
Uncertain, a reference to both to the state of Indigenous art and artist Gordon 
Bennett’s piece Notes to Basquiat: In the future everything will be as certain as it 
used to be, (1999) (Fig 3). Georges Petitjean lamented that the collection had in the 
past been deemed too contemporary for the Volkenkunde museum (National 
Museum of Ethnology), yet too ethnographic for the Groningen museum. Djon 
Mundine poignantly stated that by the collections going to ethnographic museums, 
we seem to have taken a significant step backwards. Indeed, it seems a missed 
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opportunity by the contemporary institutions that passed on the works. Wonu Veys, 
curator of the Oceania Research Centre for Material Culture at Museum Volkenkunde 
argued rather that the collections would prove to be an important addition into 
museums precisely because they encompass the processes of change and 
exchange, current and past visions of culture and value systems, as well as a lens 
through which we can examine what is meant with modernity past and present. Veys 
will now be one of the main figures in charge of the incoming collections. In light of 
the merging of the three ethnographic museums in the ‘world museums’ institution, 
Veys underscores that the museums are very much developing curatorial strategies 
aligned with a mind towards the future. Often ethnographic museums and those 
working within such institutions are as pigeonholed as the art and objects they work 
with. Upon reflection on this topic and my disappointment of the Stedelijk 
contemporary museum’s supposed abject disinterest, I have realised that there exists 
a denigrating prejudice in relation to ethnographic institutions. Indeed, this feels like a 
missed opportunity. This becomes quite disconcerting when the problem is twofold. 
On the one hand, the public and contemporary cultural institutions disregard 
ethnographic museums as being antiquated places, as places for the study of the 
‘other’, as storage spaces for curios. On the other hand, there are those that greatly 
value the artistic and cultural material that has historically been exhibited 
ethnographically, yet who feel that the contemporary material of these living cultures 
do not fit within an institution whose nature remains irrevocably tied to the colonial 
vestiges of the past. Though it is a shame that prominent contemporary art 
institutions such as the Stedelijk did not acquire even just a few pieces, it is telling 
that the sentiment of doubt lingers surrounding the curatorial activities within 
ethnographic museums.  
 As part of the new collections policy at the ‘World Museums’, Veys highlights 
an approach involving greater collaborations across institutions and with the 
involvement of contemporary artists. There has been a reformulation of the strategic 
choices regarding future collection policies, with an emphasis on both synchronic and 
diachronic collection acquisitions. The significance of merging existing collections 
with incoming ones lies in the telling of stories. With the influx of the AAMU collection, 
the world museums have the unique chance to provide a much-needed multivocality 
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to their exhibitions and to the stories they are telling. Veys mentioned five new areas 
of development within the curatorial department that are to be made focal points for 
future exhibitions: popular culture, fashion, design, contemporary art and 
photography. It seems the museums are heading in the direction of revamping public 
preconceptions not only of their collections but also of the nature of the ‘ethnographic’ 
museum. The merger into the aptly called ‘World Museums’ is telling of such a 
purposeful rebranding. Indeed, the challenge is to make sense of the complex history 
of the collections to a public with inherent preconceived ideas. The addition of these 
contemporary collections may actually serve to prevent pigeonholing rather than 
reaffirm them through progressive curatorial strategies. Some of these strategies 
follow the conventional contemporary institution: activation of collections through 
loans by heightening visibility, making collections visible through research, 
residencies and online accessibility, as well as the addition of new displays both in 
Leiden and in the Tropenmuseum based on a thematic display. Admittedly, having 
initially agreed with Mundine that this transfer of collections from the AAMU to the 
‘World Museums’ might have been a step back, Wonu Veys’ optimism regarding the 
future of ethnographic collections has left me pondering a whole host of questions 
regarding my own considerations of which art ‘belongs’ where.  Indeed, it will be 
interesting to see the developments of the coming exhibitions with these added 
collections. Even so, as I walked through the exhibition in which the symposium was 
held - an homage to the AAMU set up by Framer Framed in conjunction with curator 
Georges Petitjean - I couldn’t help but be drawn to Gordon Bennett’s piece Notes to 
Basquiat, which asked of me the same question Mundine had posed earlier: will 
colonialism ever be over for the Indigenous peoples?   
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CLOSING STATEMENTS
 
In this thesis, I have laid forth the premises for a way of thinking about the 
curatorship and exhibition of Indigenous Australian art. We have seen through the 
four case studies of the exhibitions fluent, Theme Park, Enduring Civilisation and 
Frontier Imaginaries, that approaches in contemporary curatorial strategies lean 
increasingly towards the creation of relationality, and the application of alternative 
modes of address. With an increased emphasis on the manner in which mediums (or 
media) construct knowledge in the public domain, the lens by which the public is 
‘made’ to view the world is increasingly addressed. Central to this has been to 
address the starting point for the exhibition as a whole – actively addressing the why, 
how and what in the exhibition as a measure of visible self-criticism.  The residue of 
such efforts are the formations of a new language. Still, it is important to keep in mind 
that collaborative approaches and inclusion ‘for the sake of inclusion’ cannot be 
treated as a universal panacea for the ills that haunt representations of ‘other’. To 
echo the sentiments of Simon Sheikh on future exhibitionary work, the clearer the 
formulation of position and politics, the more productive an exhibition will be in 
positioning subjects and thus partaking in other imaginaries. 
 To enter an exhibition that aims in part to break down convention and provide 
spaces for the voicing of alternative narratives is to enter a space of contention.  
What comes out of these curatorial strategies are a series of active engagements. It 
is an engagement with the at times uncomfortable and unknown space between 
potential and actuality – a call to awareness of the processes that occur in the space 
between concept and enactment. This constructive space consists of a multitude of 
narratives and a multitude of potential realities where the individual and the commons 
work together to produce an outcome. Nevertheless, strategies that aim to question 
the limits of the subject at hand (whether that be how Indigenous art should be 
exhibited or something entirely different) have the potential to unravel territorial 
boundaries of knowledge. Access to such spaces of thinking is key. Art is unique in 
this sense as a medium of experimentation. What is interesting here is to be 
positioned within the struggle to make ideas and beliefs work across difference. As 
narrative-makers and moderators of discussion, there falls an inexorable 
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responsibility attached to curatorial activities. If not in terms of inclusion, then in terms 
of awareness of the curator’s role in framing the discussion. Curatorial studies as an 
academic field has the potential to tap into the procedure of construction, by which 
we can come to understand to greater effect the manner in which ‘imaginaries’ come 
into being through art. It is imperative to recognise the disparities between the 
comprehension of another culture and one’s own. Irrespective of inherent differences, 
the widening of perspective should be cultivated and divergences explored, if not for 
the improvement of interpersonal communications, then most certainly for the 
improvement of Indigenous lives.  
Limitations and further research
Writing on the topic of Indigenous Australian art and taking an analytical and 
scholarly stance in the investigation of a culture that is not one’s own will always 
come with certain controversies. Particularly in reflecting upon the predicament of 
representation, I feel it is necessary to emphasise the acknowledgement of the 
inevitably Western-born bias from which this thesis has been written. I feel an 
overwhelming sense of respect for the culture I have spent so long studying, and am 
privileged to have been able to study it. I hope it is made clear that I have attempted 
to provide a perspective on the curation of Indigenous art with the inclusion of 
multiple voices. There are of course certain limitations in my investigation insofar as 
its scope. It would be preferable to include a parallel analysis of curatorial strategies 
outside of the institution, so as to attain a full picture of the contemporary state of the 
curation of Indigenous art. 
 As contemporary exhibitions continue to address their role in the framing and 
reformulation of established knowledge, it would be valuable to follow the evolving 
exhibition tactics and collection policies of principally ethnographic institutions. With 
the relevance and urgency of the protection of Indigenous heritage, investigations 
that question existing systems of value are absolutely necessary. 
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LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS
Fig. 1. Members of the Papunya Tula settlement Old Tom Onion Tjapangati (left) and Nosepeg     
Tjupurrula (second left) direct the painting of the Honey Ant Dreaming on the wall of the school. 
Pintupi artists, Honey Ant Dreaming, 1971, mural, paint, Papunya Tula. 
   
Fig. 2. Mamalunhawuy’s pole is exhibited as part of the Aboriginal Memorial installation of 200 
hollow log coffins (burial poles) from Central Arnhem Land. Installed at the National Gallery of 
Australia to commemorate Indigenous peoples who have lost their lives defending their land.  
Jimmy Mamalunhawuy, Barracuda, Yalur, sea urchins, 1987-88, natural earth pigments on wood, 
192.h, 22.5, 34, The National Gallery of Canberra, NGA 87.2240.77.
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Fig. 3. Gordon Bennett, Notes to Basquiat: In the future everything will be as certain as it used to be, 
1999, display at Framer Framed. 
Gordon Bennett, Notes to Basquiat: In the future everything will be as certain as it used to be, 1999, 
synthetic polymer paint on linen, collection of The Wereldmuseum, Rotterdam. 
 
Fig. 4. Mick Wallangkarri Tjakamarra, Honey Ant Dreaming, 1973.  
Painting of a local story involving the journeys of ants to their nests. 
Mick Walankari Tjakamarra, Honey Ant Dreaming, 1973, synthetic polymer paint on composition 
board, National Gallery of Australia, Canberra, NGA 80.1623
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Fig. 5. Richard Long, Red Earth Circle, 1989, paintings by the Yuendumu in the foreground at 
Magiciens de la Terre. 
 Richard Long, Red Earth Circle, 1989, clay from the River Avon, no other specifications found. 
 
Fig. 6. fluent, installation view, 1998. Yvonne Koolmatrie, Eel Trap, 1997. Exhibited hovering above 
the floor alongside artworks by Emily Kame Kngwarreye at fluent. 
Yvonne Koolmatrie, Eeltrap, 1997, sledge rushes, 168 x 59 x 59 cm, Art Gallery New South Wales, 
97. 1999
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Fig. 7. Yvonne Koolmatrie, Eel Trap, 1997. Exhibited at fluent.  
Yvonne Koolmatrie, Eeltrap, 1997, sledge rushes (Lepidosperma canescens), 168 x 59 x 59 cm, Art 
Gallery New South Wales, 97. 1999 Yvonne Koolmatrie, Eel trap, 1997 
 
Fig. 8. Brook Andrew, Clown I and Clown II, 2008. Exhibited at the entrance of the AAMU. 
Brook Andrew, Clown I and Clown II, 2008, vinyl, AAMU collection. 
Brook Andrew, Theme Park, 2008, Neon, Steel, AAMU collection.
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Fig. 9. Indigenous Australia: Enduring Civilisation, installation view including the Botany Bay shield, 
2015. 
Unknown, Botany Bay Shield, 18th c - 19th c (acquired 1770), wood, bark (red mangrove), 97.3 x 
32.3 x 12, British Museum, Oc1978,Q.839 
 
Fig. 10. Judy Watson, Canyon (1997), which was displayed with half of the canvas on the floor.  
Judy Watson, Canyon, 1997, pastel and ink on canvas pigment, 588.0 x 176.7 cm 
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Fig. 11. Emily Kame Kngwarreye, Untitled (Awelye), 1994. The banners and the exhibition’s 
information pamphlet utilised various images of Kngwarreye's works. 
Emily Kame Kngwarreye, Untitled (Awelye), 1994 synthetic polymer paint on canvas, 6 panels, each 
190.0 x 56.7cm, Utopia Arts Sydney. 
Fig. 12. Gordon Hookey, MURRILAND! (2016, detail), oil on canvas, 2 × 10 m. Hookey started 
painting the monumental mural in conjunction with the start of Frontier Imaginaries. The work depicts 
the history of his home state of Queensland, Australia. It surveys pre-colonisation to the present day, 
whilst confronting versions of history and non-Indigenous narratives. 
Gordon Hookey, MURRILAND! (2016, detail), oil on canvas, 2 × 10 m.  
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i) Interviews, conversations, symposia
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 Recording available upon request. 
 Gaye Sculthorpe:  
 Conversations during June - Sept. 2014, London, Oct. 2016 via email. 
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